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	1. Chapter 1

There was a chilling wind in the woods, the dead leaves slightly crackled as they rolled on the ground. It was just before nightfall, although light was already scarce, besides the wind, the one thing you could hear were the sighs of exasperation of a few tall figures, shrouded in worn, dark green clothing, hoods on their heads, their hands on the hilts of their swords. One sigh was louder than the others "Peace, Mr. Maggot, slow down, your words are tumbled. Now. Start from the beginning."

Farmer Maggot sat on a stump of an old tree, his furry feet dangling, his hands shaking, the sweat on his forehead glistened in the soft light that trickled through the branches. "W-Well, I was minding my own business, see. Chopping some firewood for the evening, wh-wh-when, th-th-these _dark _riders appeared out of nowhere. Their very presence sent a chill down me spine." he looked around the dark figures nervously, not because he was afraid of them, he knew who they were, but what happened to him the day before was something that will haunt him for the rest of his days "And, one of them asked where Hobbiton was, where Mr. Baggins lived, I-I was so scared, the answer was out my mouth before I could stop myself." Mr. Maggot looked absolutely ashamed, but there was no malice or disappointment in the man's eyes as he looked down on the halfling before him.

He knelt down to Mr. Maggot's height and placed a large hand on his small shoulder "You are not to blame, Mr. Maggot." he looked behind him and nodded to his men, who vanished in the trees in a blink of an eye "We will find these... dark riders. Rest assured. Now go. And do not trouble yourself any further with this matter. The Rangers will deal with this encroachment."

When Mr. Maggot looked up, the man was gone, he sat there in silence for a moment before heading off home which was just down the hill. His family waiting.

* * *

><p>"This isn't the first time in these many months that we've heard of strange happenings in these lands, Halbarad." one Ranger said as they sat around a warm fire.<p>

Halbarad, for his part, showed no worry, for he was deep in thought "I know, brother. We need more information. Something moves in the dark veils that hasn't chosen yet to reveal itself, it's biding its time."

"Any news from Strider?" one Ranger asked.

"No, I have not spoken to him in a while, but I have received a message from Gandalf a few weeks ago, right after the hobbits' celebration in Hobbiton. He is on the move and he has asked for Strider's help in the matter. He wasn't forthcoming with any details, but I sense that we should be prepared for the worst at all times."

The Ranger commanders around Halbarad all nodded their heads, all except one. Halbarad noticed.

"Angal, you've been quiet of late. Something troubles you."

Angal looked up from the fire as he removed the pipe from his mouth and sternly nodded "You are correct, Halbarad. I have been hearing of, strange dealings. Reports from my scouts... news... most disturbing indeed." Angal looked around the fire and saw that he had everyone's undivided attention "Just before the first flowers bloomed in Spring, two of my men found a party of orcs on the shores of Lake Evendim. Judging by their experienced reading of the land, they determined that the orcs were ambushed in the night, two dozen orcs, a single attacker." looks of surprise passed between the attentive Rangers "The state of the orcs, it was hard to believe, bodies charred, but no fire, limbs bent at unnatural angles. Most of the orcs died from stabs, however the marks did not seem to match with anything we have ever encountered. Not the work of men, nor elves, nor of other orcs. The cuts were too small to be swords, but too powerful to be that of daggers, and the precise manner of each cut..." Angal's face contorted in a lopsided smile "I only wish I could have been there to witness this... man, being slaughter those monsters."

"Aye." a Ranger sitting next to Halbarad spoke up "I wasn't sure of what it was that I precisely witnessed until I heard Angal's tale. Not long ago, west of the North Downs, we happened to come upon a halfling settlement that had been attacked by a pack of orcs. Five families, each numerous in its own right, reduced to a handful of people. My heart broke and my anger swelled. But it was tempered when the halflings told us what happened, just as I described, the attack came in the night, men, women, small children dragged from their homes and gathered in the center of their encampment. The orcs... they started their.." the man's grip on his sword tightened as he fought with himself over which were the right words to utter, finally he spoke "The Hobbits claimed that they were saved... by a shadowy figure. Before the orcs could completely slaughter them, a massive being wrapped in dark cloth appeared out of nowhere, and every time one of its limbs connected with an orc, the dark creature mastered for a short while the talent of birds... and flew." some of the men chuckled "I know, I know how this tale must seem, but I swear this be the truth."

"I do not think that your claim is what they enjoy so much." Halbarad smiled

"Aye! We would need a catapult to send one of those creatures flying to the clouds above!" exclaimed another Ranger while chewing on a piece of salted pork.

The men settled down so the Ranger could continue "Before it began, it was over. The orcs were all dead. Before the hobbits could regain enough courage to even stand, the being was gone." and to match his words, the winds blew just a little bit stronger for a short moment.

Halbarad stood and looked at the men around him, 30 Rangers, all good men and great warriors, but none of them could accomplish such a feat, especially not alone. A strange feeling crept its way up Halbarad's back. The world as he knew it, was about to change. For good, or for worse, he could not tell.

"We will stay here for the night, tomorrow, before first light we will form parties, five Rangers each. If this... being is an agent of darkness, we will need to remove it. Permanently. The Shadow in the East is powerful in its own right and our order has seen better days. We must act decisively."

"And if this being... is an agent of light?"

"Then we will count our blessings, but for now, assume the worst."

"Hmm... interesting, they speak English..." the being in question listened from a great distance, standing on a stronger branch of a massive oak. A smile forming under its cloak.


	2. Chapter 2

"Man, these guys sure don't give up." said a shadowy figure to itself as it sprinted through the dark forest, playing a game of cat and mouse with the men in hoods, although, you'd be hard pressed to determine who the cat and who the mouse was. The being practically danced circles around these men, they were skilled and hardy, but they didn't even come close to the abilities of this being.

* * *

><p>The Rangers have been tracking this creature, this being for the past two weeks now, it was heading south-east, its path taking it awfully close to Bree, especially close to Combe. They feared what might occur if the being decided to venture into the village. If this being wrapped in shadow wasn't a mystery by itself, the tracks it left were even a bigger one. The width of its stride conflicted with its size and speed, it appeared as if the being moved as fast as pureblood elvish stallion, but the description the hobbits gave, it was massive. Nothing that big could move so fast, especially not on two legs. The footprints themselves were even a bigger mystery, the few that the Rangers could make out were shallow as if the being's weight was far smaller that its size would suggest, but more strangely, the prints were angular.<p>

Halbarad, the most skilled of trackers and land readers, second only to Strider was worried. A being, larger than the strongest of orcs, but smaller than a troll and swift as the wind, it knew how to cover its tracks, it knew how to fight, how to evade capture, how to even evade the Rangers. The fog of uncertainty began to descend upon his men, even if they found this being, he wasn't so sure they could stop it if it proved to be an agent of the Dark Lord, even with far greater numbers, he wasn't certain of victory.

"Chieftain!" a Ranger shouted from the top of a ridge south of them.

Halbarad and the rest of the Rangers around him sprinted to the scout's location, when they arrived, the man's face was pale as river stone. He returned his gaze to whatever frightened him, the rest of the Rangers followed his gaze.

A troll. A dead troll. With its own crude, massive axe embedded in its chest, more disturbingly, it looked as if the blow was meant for its head, but only stopped halfway down its body, as if, something tried to split the being in two right down the middle.

Halbarad's men looked horrified, Halbarad himself was somewhat disturbed. A chill ran down his spine. It wasn't enough that they had to contend with orcs and goblins coming down from the mountains, but if the descriptions were true, they now also had to contend with the Nine. Halbarad was worried to the bone, however he locked it away deep in his heart. There were more important things at hand than his fears. He needed to be strong for the Dunedain in Strider's absence.

Two scouts stepped closer to the corpse to examine it, working together to lift the creature's massive limbs, to find clues as to what could have caused its death. They lifted its arms, nothing, then its left leg, nothing. Then, the right, and one of the scout's jaw literally dropped, his eyes grew large with surprise. "Master Angal, look!" he said. Angal stepped forward from Halbarad's side to examine the wound on the troll's leg. A small stab wound to its hamstring, same shape as before and incredibly deep. A small blade that apparently quite without much difficulty cut deep into the troll's thick hide. The only weapons that could cut a troll's hide so easily were elvish blades and... "It's him." Angal spoke with solid conviction. "It would seem that our quarry happened to come across this troll. I cannot tell you who attacked first, but I can tell you who finished it." he looked up into Halabarad's eyes as he spoke.

Halbarad stroked his short beard as he spoke "Never in my long years have I ever heard of such a being, something, comparably much smaller than a troll, and yet, it would seem, far more powerful." then in a much louder tone "Gather the men! Tell them to leave all possessions that might slow them down." he looked to the sky "It will be noon soon. We have until then to gather our strength and wits, at noon, we will make with all haste. We must reach this being before it reaches Breehill."

* * *

><p>By this time, the Rangers' quarry was miles away, darting through the strange forests of this land, trying to put some distance between it and its pursuers. Not because it was afraid, but because they weren't ready for such knowledge. The being worried about its presence contaminating the culture of this world. However it had come across a handful of situations in which its attitude of noninterference flew straight out the window when it was attacked or if some of the strange, but innocent people of this world were preyed upon. The principles instilled into this being and its own moral compass were too strong to place its own safety and security above the lives of others.<p>

"It's starting to get dark.." the being thought to itself "..and if I'm not mistaken, those are some nasty looking storm clouds."

It stopped for a moment when it reached the top of a high hill, it could see a somewhat sizable settlement somewhat far away, it was still at least 10 klicks away, determined the being, eyeballing the distance, but it soon became clearer when lights started to appear in windows, signaling the coming of nightfall. The being marked the position of the village and as soon as it reached the tree line, it took a knee in the undergrowth. Taking the pack from its back and going through its contents.

"Damn. Down to my last MRE. I need food, ASAP." it murmured to itself in a low voice. It looked through the pockets of the bag, finding nothing edible, just some other strange objects, well, strange maybe to the people of this medieval world, the being thought to itself, chuckling slightly. It was a tick the being had, it enjoyed talking to itself when it was alone. Kept things a few knotches above boring and uneventful.

The being checked the straps to the sheets of dark and worn cloth it had found in an old and abandoned home, it wrapped them around its body and limbs, making a hood for its head. The being hummed with approval "At least these bad boys aren't coming off by accident." Even if spotted, the being didn't want its true self to be seen, instead, just a shadowy figure in the dark, the people of this world didn't need any more than that.

"Good" the being said standing up and placing the pack on its back "Everything's in the green." if anyone would have been watching this being, it would have surprised the watcher to notice that the being as soon as it stood up, headed _directly _in the direction of Bree, a perfect, straight line. As if it could tell where the village precisely was.

It started moving and not 10 paces later it was already moving faster than any horse in the Northern Kingdoms.

As the being moved swiftly through the thick forest with minimal effort and a goal oriented mind, the beauty of the place was not lost upon it. It admired the massive trees and the few curving rivers. This strange place was getting more interesting with every day the being spent on this world.

It had been on this world since late Winter, the being noted that this world was shockingly close to its own home when it came to the hours in a day, and months in a season. It unnerved the being for a bit, but it didn't waste much thought on such matters. Survival was its most important goal.

The discovery that this world contained humans came as a slight shock, and the recent revelation that they spoke an old version of English of all languages was the cherry on top, but what first was relief soon turned to worry, they weren't the same humans this being was so familiar with. The homes they lived in, their clothing, their entire society, the being not only felt out of place, but also out of time. For a brief moment the being wondered if this world was actually its home, but not in the same time it should be. The discovery of strange and unknown flora and fauna dismissed that notion. However what really disproved it was what the being encountered just when Spring started to set in.

The creatures, they weren't as strange as the being's old foes, they looked remarkably like a mutant missing page of the primate family, however their strange and annoying language, their clothing, _armor and weapons _quickly dismissed that theory. The being observed from a safe distance, they were beyond strange, even the air around them felt nasty, unpleasant, like putting food in one's mouth and expecting it to be sweet and pleasant only for it to turn out to be burned and rotten. However, life is life, no matter how strange it is, the being thought... that until it noticed what the beings were wearing as ornamentation. _Skulls. Human_ skulls. And their yet not fully formed structure confirmed the being's worst fear. Children. The second that realization struck the being, the rage that surged through its body was like a tidal wave. It was on them in seconds. All reason gone. Luckily the training it received made the being highly efficient in an angered state instead of being the common crutch of battle for most if its kind.

_:flashback:_

"Die, you motherfuckers!" the being punched one of the dark creatures straight in the face, the sickly crunch of bone echoed through their camp, before the second of the creatures could even raise its head a strange, black dagger ripped through most of its neck, its head dangling like a worm on a hook, it was dead before it fell into the campfire, kicking up ash and smoke. The being leaped over the fire in a great spinning arch, going feet first at two other creatures, both of them succumbing to the being's weight and strength, two rib cages snapped and popped. By this time the rest of the creatures realized they were under attack and they started screaming and howling and swinging their pathetic, rusted swords around, trying desperately to hit the massive being as it perfectly avoided every, stab, lunge, cut and swing. But in all honesty, the dark creatures might as well could have been moving at a snail's pace, it made little to no difference to the massive warrior. They died all the same. No remorse. No mercy. They received just as much as they gave their prey. None. A more massive orc stumbled towards the being trying to punch it, it was rewarded with its forearm getting snapped like a dry twig, a fist punching its jaw clear off its head before it could howl in pain. Another creature tried to jump on the warrior's back, its reward was having its femur stomped on and having a dagger smashed into the top of its head was his end.

Everything returned to normal speed for the being just about as the last creature hit the ground with an axe in its back as it was trying to run for cover.

The being calmed its somewhat slightly paced breathing and steadied itself. It looked down to the small bag the first creature was feeding from, the red stain on its bottom a clear signature of suffering, a sharp contrast to these creatures' dark, black blood. It lifted the bag from the ground, tied a heavy stone to it and threw it into the lake these creatures were resting near.

_:end flashback:_

The other event the being experienced about a month ago was, for all purposes, much worse. A reminiscent to battles fought for its own people. The cruelty and brutality of it. The being blamed itself for not helping the people who fell victim to the first horde of these creatures it had come across. But this time, this time it was different. And the being acted. The creatures were almost twice as numerous as before, but they fell screaming all the same. The small, child-like people the being saved were another mystery of this strange world, but the being decided to let them be once it completed its task, not wanting for shock to turn into unwanted questions, questions the being couldn't give answers to.

The massive creature the warrior encountered two days ago was a very different story. It eerily reminded the being of an old foe, however it was much slower and stupider than the ones the warrior fought against, stupider... the warrior laughed to itself, if such a thing was possible. Nothing was stupider than those hairy freaks.

The warrior sighed deeply as it came closer and closer to the village, by this time, the rain started to prickle, the dip-dap sound against broad leaves echoed through the woods.

By nightfall, the being would arrive. However what action it would take upon arrival was something the warrior hadn't figured out yet.

"I'll cross that bridge when I come to it." it said to itself.


	3. Chapter 3

The storm had finally arrived, this world's star had gone down a while ago and darkness covered the land. The heavy raindrops were pelleting the warrior as it stood on top of a small hill, hidden between tall and strong trees, not that anyone could spot the warrior, but its instincts and training always told it to find the best hiding spots.

The being observed the town closely, noting every landmark, every structure that stood out more than the rest, if it had no choice but to enter the small town, visual references were its best way of navigation. It watched closely the village's western gate from about 200 meters, it had been watching it for roughly 3 hours without even moving an inch. Patience was always one of the warrior's many positive traits. So far not many people have come or gone, a small wagon with two horses, a man in a bright blue coat, hunched over in boredom, three more men with a small herd of sheep, that was another coincidence the warrior was slightly unnerved by, not only people, but animals as well, and yet, this world did not belong to the warrior's people. "Something very strange is going on here, but that's for later. Come on, a little more activity is all I'm asking for, I need more information." So the being decided to venture a bit closer to the village, moving swiftly downhill, being careful not to cause any more noise than the storm was making. Timing its massive leaps with thunder. Finally arriving in a dried up riverbed that was already partially filled because of the heavy storm. The warrior wasn't more than 50 meters from the gate now. It could hear an old man on the other side of it talking to himself absentmindedly.

"Leave ol' Goatleaf out in the rain! On a night like this, me old bones can't take it anymore!" the being could hear the old man complain as he walked about, the light of the lantern he was carrying flickering through the gaps between the gate's old wooden cracks. For a moment, lightning lit up the entire gate and surrounding area, tall trees swaying in the wind, the ground soaked with rain, large puddles forming in wagon tracks.

Just then, the warrior noticed movement out of the corner of its eye to its right. There was someone, or something in the bushes. The warrior instinctually lowered itself closer to the ground, its left hand reaching for the old sack on its back, but its hand stopped when it heard one say in a hushed voice "Come on" and four small beings in dark cloaks ran from the bushes, across the road right up to the gate and one started banging on it loudly. The same small child-like people the warrior rescued not long ago. It looked like their kind was far more common around these lands than the warrior expected.

Then the man who identified himself as "ol' Goatleaf" with a scowl on his face looked out a small window on the gate, seeing no one, he closed it and a moment later, opened a lower one and in a not too polite tone asked "What do you want?!"

One of the small beings replied "We're heading for the Prancing Pony."

Then the old man opened the door and stuck out his lantern to get a better look at the four little men. "Hobbits?" he asked, but more likely stated "Four hobbits!"

"So, that's what you're called..." the being whispered to itself.

"And what's more, out of the Shire by their talk. What business brings you to Bree?" the gatekeeper asked in a more subdued tone

And the same... hobbit, replied "We wish to stay at the inn, our business is our own!"

"All right, young sir, I meant no offence. It's my job to ask questions after nightfall." the old man stepped aside and the hobbits rushed inside, as if they were fleeing from something. "There's talk of strange folk abroad. Can't bee too careful!" he continued as he closed the door.

"You got that right, old man." said the warrior as it stood to its full height

* * *

><p>"Halbarad! The men are tiered, we must make camp for the night!" said Angal<p>

The Rangers have been on the march for the better part of a day now, trudging through the thick undergrowth and now, the deep mud this forsaken storm has brought upon them. By the time they had passed from over the Brandywine just south of the ruins of Annumias, the Ranger parties have reformed into a solid group.

"No! We must continue, Bree is still a good day's march away. We must reach it as soon as we are able."

"If the men collapse then we won't reach it at all!"

Halbarad stood for a moment, placing his hand on a tree to support himself, he closed his eyes and furrowed his eyebrows "Very well, men! Make a fire! Set up camp! We will wait for the storm to pass. Eat and rest! We march at dawn."

As the men were setting up camp, a young Ranger approached Angal as he sat by the fire smoking his pipe, he sat down next to him, lit his own and asked "What do you think we will come upon once we reach Bree?" the nervousness in his voice spoke of his inexperience in the art of war. A man with too few winters under his belt.

"I cannot speak for certain, Aderion. However I do not feel the darkness of the East to be involved. I sense something else, something new moves in this world. Something all the ages have yet not witnessed."

The young Ranger smiled "Your words are always a comfort, father. Even when you speak of a harsh truth."

"Do not trouble yourself, my son. You have grown into a fine young man, and a fine Ranger." he patted his son's shoulder as he stood and walked away to look for Halbarad.

"... Meddan, you will take 15 men and enter the town from the north, I will take the rest and enter Bree from the west, we will meet up at the Mayor's office." Angal could hear as he approached Halbarad as he was in counsel with the other Ranger commanders.

"You seem certain of our quarry's path, Halbarad. How can you be so sure that he will enter Bree? Sure, its path has taken us in that vague direction, but it is not a fact."

"It is a feeling that I've had ever since we came across that cave troll. Every time one of our scouts came across orc or goblins slain by this being, the only thing that was taken from them were their lives, not their food or their flesh. Maybe this being is searching for food, the stars only know how it survived the winter and these many months. It eats what we eat. Only evil eats the flesh of man or of its own. This being does not. And considering its targets and the saved hobbits, I am starting to suspect that we are dealing with a lost agent of good. Lost and confused."

The Rangers all stared wide-eyed at Halbarad. Suddenly it all made sense to them, as if a shattered mirror was made whole again.

Angal smiled as he folded his arms across his chest, as if proud of Halbarad, a man younger than he. Strider always knew who to appoint in command in his absence.

* * *

><p>"God damn it..." the warrior sighed heavily "I'm done waiting." the warrior was growing ever more hungry, it haven't eaten in well over five days and it was saving its last package for a true emergency, this wasn't it. However food provided energy, energy equaled a better warrior, so the warrior made up its mind right then and there. It pulled its feet together and dropped from the top of the tall tree it was standing on, a loud thud marked its impact with the ground. The warrior slowly looked both ways before walking out onto the muddy road, it was about 20 meters from the gate up the road, it looked to the wall "Heh, this is easier than basic." and with small effort, it jumped over the two meter tall stone wall, landing with a wet thud in a small alley between two houses. The warrior looked up and studied the building, running its hand over the side of the house "Don't think that's gonna hold me." luckily, there were stone walls running all over the village, almost like separating districts. The warrior jumped up on the wall and with quick silent steps made its way deeper into the small town. Everybody was too busy to notice the massive figure moving about. Too busy with their own problems the warrior figured "Too bad no one leaves hot pies on window sills here" it muttered witch a chuckle.<p>

As the warrior looked around attentively for any sign of food, its gaze wondered across a wooden hanging sign of a prancing "Pony." the warrior said. The hobbit did say that they were heading here, and, more importantly, it was an inn. As far as the warrior could remember inns were like hotels, never actually being in one. But hotels usually also equaled food "Perfect." The warrior dropped down into an empty alley, pulled its hood up over its head and walked out into the street. By now, very few people were out and even the rain had stopped falling. The warrior slowly made its way towards the building when its sensitive hearing picked up a loud crash and the sound of hoofs coming from the direction of the gate. Someone was coming, and it didn't sound like they were let in. The warrior quickly dove into an alley and slowly peaked out of the dark. Four riders in black robes and hoods appeared, riding dark horses, the riders got off their horses, drew old, chipped swords and headed straight for the inn.

"Why does trouble always seem to find me?" the warrior sighed heavily "No rest for the wicked."

The being pulled the hood from its head and pulled the pack from its back, removing a long, dark grey metal object. It searched a bit more until it removed a few small objects from the bottom of the bag "3 shells. Fuck." It placed the shells inside the metal object, raised it firmly to its shoulder and ran inside after the dark riders.


	4. Chapter 4

Silence reigned inside the inn. The warrior scanned its surroundings, no one in sight so far, it made its way deeper inside, checking every corner in a highly trained manner. Swift and silent motions. Its grip on its weapon strong and also loose, one end of it firmly planted against the warrior's shoulder. The being turned instantly on its heels as it heard wood creak behind it. An old man in what the being guessed were pajamas slowly stood from behind the counter, eyes wide as saucers. The being raised its left index finger to where its mouth would be and then pointed down towards where the old man was hiding. The old man too scared to do anything else nodded hastily and almost dove back into cover, shaking like a leaf.

The warrior turned, making its way towards the stairs moving swiftly, the old wood under its feet eerily silent. Reaching the top of the stairs and looking down the hall, the being saw an open door on the far end right. Just when it took the first step forward the being heard a sound it will never forget, a screech, a cry, like the very souls of the damned were screaming at it. The sound in itself was somewhat annoying, most surprisingly, it didn't phase the warrior at all. The being only got a bit worried for whoever was inside and moved with all the urgency it could muster towards the room. Hesitation all but gone. Time seemed to slow down for the warrior as it made its way inside, locking eyes on its first target.

* * *

><p>"What are they?" a small being asked of his large and mysterious new friend. He sat on a bed with his three friends, all of them scared and jumpy.<p>

The man in question turned his head "They were once men. Great kings of-

*BOOM* *BOOM* They all jumped as two loud noises came from the room the Dark Riders were in, suddenly one came flying out a window down into the street, sprawled out on its back, shortly followed by another of its evil companions.

The tall man and the four hobbits watched in amazement from their dark room, the two riders that were, apparently thrown through the windows didn't get up, couldn't get up for soon a large wardrobe came flying out right on top of them.

The man drew his trusty sword and with a stern voice said to the hobbits "Remain here and bar the door after I leave."

The apparent leader of the small group asked with a worried tone "Where are you going? You can't leave us here."

The man let out a small sigh as he smiled "Worry not, my small friends, I shall return." With that he was out the door and moving swiftly down the hall. The hobbits did as they were told, and using their combined strength, pushed the massive bed made for men up to the old door.

The man stood just a few feet away from the door, even from the other end of the hall, he could hear a scuffle going on, whoever this man was, he was holding his own against the Nazgul. Another reason the proud man couldn't let this would be ally come to any harm, he must help him at all costs! He quickly made his way to the door and almost leaped inside shouting "Elendil!" Only to be met with a most amusing sight. One Rider on the floor struggling with the three beds and table that were piled on top of him. Then the man's gaze wandered left, only to have his breath caught in his lungs in wonder.

A giant of a being, wrapped in worn and muddy old rags, holding a Nazgul by its 'throat', its feet dangling helplessly, its arms clawing at the being, trying to get out of its immensely powerful grip. Just then the being turned to notice a rugged looking man with long dark hair and old worn clothes, sword in his hands, staring wide-eyed at it. The Nazgul finally managed to get a grip on the warrior's cloak and ripped off the hood off the warrior's head, revealing a light green helmet, instead of a face, ocean blue glass in the rough shape of a T.

"What are you?" The man asked in amazement.

The being cocked its head to one side, coming to its senses, noticing the still struggling dark figure it was holding up, the removal of the warrior's hood was rewarded with a toss out the window.

The warrior turned swiftly and moved towards the window to make sure its foe was properly dealt with, only for the man to place a hand on its right arm. "Please. Wait."

The being stopped and looked at the man, it tilted its head down to the man's hand. The dark stranger withdrew his hand and looked at the being with expectation and wonder. The being was tiered of running, hiding in the shadows, it lowered its head as if in defeat and stepped away from the window. It turned and faced the tall man.

"What is your name?" he asked

The being was silent, maybe a bit nervous. "Are you an elf? A man, perhaps?" he asked

When it didn't reply the man decided to introduce himself "I am Strider."

The being turned its head right and pointed to the letters on the top left of its helmet.

Four letters in the Common tongue, maybe he is a man then, the helmet lacked the lavish decorations of elvish armor. "U, N, S, C." Strider spoke each letter, and with each letter, his curiosity and puzzlement grew, the expression on his face was filled with reservation, but also hopefulness "Is that your name?"

The strange warrior shook its head. The answer was no. "Is that the name of your city? Your country perhaps?"

Then, finally, there was an audible low sigh, and finally, words "I so wish you knew what they meant..." said a voice, the voice of a... woman?


	5. Chapter 5

It was midday, but there wasn't much light, the cloud cover from last night's heavy storm made sure of that. The village of Bree felt cold and empty, barely any people on its streets. Those that were walking about, attending to their duties or business made sure to avoid the inn in wide arcs. This fact was not lost upon the men in dark green hoods as they entered the town. Their presence was met with doors and windows closing, mothers pulling their children aside, men staring wide-eyed. It didn't bother the Rangers, people thought them dangerous and rightly so, but for the wrong reasons. Whatever those reasons were, they served the Dunedain well Angal thought to himself as he followed Halbarad and 8 other Rangers.

They made their way towards the inn, rounding a corner they looked up to see broken windows and debris of fine crafted wood, probably furniture sitting in the mud. Halbarad feared for the worst, the broken gates of Brill had muddy hoof prints on it, but this, this was a sure sign, along with the prints in the mud, he was sure, their quarry had come to Brill in the dark.

As Halbarad made his way inside he could hear a man, probably the owner talking animatedly to his regular customers, a few old drunks.

"...that came in after those terrible riders was huge! It was..." the words froze in the man's mouth as he noticed the hooded figures enter. The old drunks didn't need to be told to leave, they quickly downed their ale and left.

"G-good day, gentlemen." the owner stuttered, worry written across his face, his cheeks redder than usual. The recognition in his eyes was there, he knew these were Rangers.

"Peace, sir. We hold no ill will. We only come baring questions as to last night's events."

The owner released a very audible sigh of relief "Thank me lucky stars, after last night, I don't know how much me old ticker can take."

Halbard gestured to a large table "Please, sit with us, and tell your tale." He hoped that the old owner could shed some light on this mysterious being.

The owner nodded, wiped his hands on a rag and stepped out from behind the counter, he made his way to the table and sat, facing the apparent leader of this group, as the Ranger sat he introduced himself.

"I am Halbarad, this is my second in command, Angal."

"Barliman Butterbur at your service, but everyone only ever calls me Butter." the man was in a slightly better mood now, not being in harm's way anymore, the Rangers waited patiently for him to begin.

"I must tell you, kind sirs, one of you was also here last night..." glances passed between the Rangers "...he was in the company of four hobbits, one, a Mr. Underhill. They asked for a room, and, and then, not long after midnight..." Butterbur looked up with fear on his face "..._they _came."

They? Halbarad was confused. There was more than one of these powerful beings?

"What did you see, Barliman?" the man who was identified as Angal asked with a serious tone.

"I could hear great commotion outside, the Pony isn't far from the gates you see, and me own room faces towards it, I woke from my sleep hearing a great crashing noise coming from the gate. I-I made my way downstairs to see what was going on, I guess a lot of people heard the noise, but none dared to venture out of their homes. I peeked out the window, th-that's when I saw them, four riders on black steeds, covered in black robes."

Riders? Then Halbarad's eyes grew in fear, he looked to his men "The Nine were here last night." The glances of fear between the Rangers was picked up even by old Butterbur.

Halbarad's expression hardened "Continue."

"W-well, where was I, oh, yes. The moment they stopped in front of me inn, I rushed and hid there..." Barliman gestured with his head towards his counter "...not a moment later, they were inside. I was sure right then and there that fate's cruel hand had come for me, but it didn't. The dark riders made their way straight upstairs, you see. I think they were looking for someone."

"And you are correct, however, we didn't come here because of the riders, we didn't know they had come here."

Right then and there, the expression on Butterbur's face turned to one you would only see on a great and wise elven lord "Yes. The giant. He followed in the footsteps of the dark riders, he made no sound as he moved, the way it moved, it wasn't of this world."

The Rangers were now curious more than ever, a younger one asked "What did he look like?"

Butterbur's brow furrowed in deep thought and then looked up with a smile to the young man "He looked like someone who saved me worthless life. That is why I cannot tell you more."

"What? Why?" asked Angal in confusion and slight anger

"Because I was asked not to, by the Ranger, called himself Strider he did."

"Strider. So he is with this being now?"

"Him and the four hobbits. They left before dawn, to where, I do not know."

* * *

><p><em>:flashback:<em>

The being, the woman looked down upon the man's face, it was frozen with shock "I do not believe it..." he whispered, not in denial or anger, but in utter surprise and astonishment.

"Yeah." the woman chuckled "Most have a hard time with it too."

With her words, he seemed to find himself again "Forgive me, my lady." he said as he sheathed his sword "I meant no insult." he continued, adding a curt bow of his head.

The woman, this warrior just stared at him, before placing the object... weapon onto its back which stuck to it with an audible metal clunk, the sound dampened a bit by the muddy cloth wrappings. So she was wearing armor as well underneath that cover, by the looks of it, she was covered from head to toe, however the cloth hid its shapes very well.

"Who are you?" she asked

"I am Strider." he said, he just told her a moment ago

"That's not what I meant." she replied with a tone in her voice

"All will be answered in time, my lady." he said courtly

"Staff Sergeant."

His brows furrowed in surprise. A rank? Military? What army did she belong to? What kingdom? Aragorn felt slightly frustrated not knowing "I sense we both have questions that require answers, however not now. We must go, I left the hobbits without protection."

"Mr. Underhill?" she asked, he froze

"How do you know that name?" he asked with slight worry

She chuckled again with no malice "I have good ears, very good ears."

He nodded "We must hurry, we cannot stay here, the riders will return in greater numbers if we stay here. We cannot put the people of this village in harm's way."

At that moment she switched from lighthearted to serious and professional "Understood. Lead the way."

They left the room and made their way down the hall to the other end, Strider knocked firmly twice on the door, the woman had her back to his, she was apparently well trained, always keeping an eye out. He noticed how she turned her head slightly to every door, every window, always looking for ways in and out of a room. She was very well trained. However answers to those questions had to wait.

"Hobbits, I have returned."

There was a faint "Just a moment!" from the other side and she could hear something large being pushed away from the door. Then the door opened and a small, child-like man with golden hair and a full face peeked out, seeing Strider he immediately opened the door. The moment however he saw the giant warrior he shouted "Strider, look out!" and tossed the first thing that came under his small hand, a plate, which the being aptly caught.

"Hold Sam, she is a friend!"

Then a hobbit quartet as they all said at once, stunned "She?"

"Greetings." she said, a distinct and quite lovely voice of a young woman came from the giant.

The hobbits were stunned, this being, this woman was massive, a bit over 2 meters in height, a beautiful yet slightly intimidating helmet that revealed none of her features, green and blue, the rest of her body wrapped in old, worn dark cloth, she carried herself with strength and certainty.

They were staring, not much unlike the people of her own world, so she pulled the hood back up over her head, covering up most of the helmet, the shadows provided by the dark doing the rest.

"We must hurry, hobbits." Strider broke them out of their trance

The most serious looking hobbit whispered to the Ranger as he was gathering his belongings "Do you trust her, Stider?" he asked

"Time will tell, but for now, we must leave at once and make haste to leave Bree behind."

"Understood, come Sam. Merry, Pip, bring only what you need."

"Right. Where are we going?" the one identified as Pip asked in a surprisingly upbeat tone.

_:end flashback:_


	6. Chapter 6

The six companions have been in the wilds for almost a day now, the land was beautiful and wild, evergreen pines not two meters in height darted the hillsides, a small blanket of snow, not even a foot deep covering the land. The stranger, or as the Barliman pointed out to the hobbits, the Ranger, Strider lead the way, not far behind him came Frodo and Merry with Pippin and Sam in tow, leading Bill the pony packed with bags filled with food, sleeping bags and other items of importance. Their strange and massive companion at the back, a good 15 meters from them. The Ranger was swift and silent in his footwork, the hobbits were also quiet, except for Sam and Pippin. Pippin, ever the careless and Sam's pots and pans clattering away, hanging from his pack, Bill's hoofs smoothly echoed on the wet rocks and damp snow. The giant wrapped in old cloth with cape and cowl was the most silent of them all, even when stepping on dry twigs or otherwise popping snow, she made no sound, if Strider noticed this, he made no remark about it.

"I don't think this is wise, Mr. Frodo." the one called Merry tried to whisper to his dark haired friend, not knowing that their mysterious companions could hear every word. "This Strider fellow is questionable in his own right, I say, but this... woman, if it can be called that. We should go back. While we still can."

"Don't worry, Merry." his friend tried to ease his mind "An enemy would seem fairer, but feel fouler." he tried to reason.

"They're foul enough, Mr. Frodo. And we don't even know what that woman looks like under that hood. Probably scarred and ugly."

"You know, it's not very nice to talk about someone like that, especially when they can hear you." said a slightly amused voice, the woman apparently wasn't bothered by the handed slight. It didn't even phase her.

Merry, for his part, blushed deeply and offered as such "Forgive me, my lady. I do not even know you and I offend you."

She laughed "Don't worry about it, Merry, is it?" he nodded glancing at her from over his shoulder "I'll accept your apology if our next meal is a warm one."

Sam smiled a bit coyly at that.

"Which reminds me." interjected Pippin "What about breakfast?"

The Ranger stopped in his tracks and looked back at Pippin with a bewildered expression "You already had it."

"We've had one, yes. But what about second breakfast?" the Ranger stared at him for a moment as if he was dense then walked off.

"I don't think he knows about second breakfast, Pip." offers Merry in a humored effort to comfort his ever so hungry friend.

While Merry and Pippin discuss the intricacies of finer hobbit cuisine, Sam turns around to take in the giant woman in full daylight as if he's trying to unravel a great mystery. Her head turns here and there, she turns on her axis every 10 seconds or so, looking in every direction, she even looks to the sky, as if expecting something to fall on top of her. Sam for a lack of a better word is completely amazed. Every now and again, with a move she makes, her cloth wrappings billow in the chilled wind, revealing plates of green armor, strange armor, things hobbits never even dream about. The strange object she carries in her hands, dark grey, made of metal, always slightly pointed at the ground, but firmly held. As if she's ready for a fight at any given moment. Sam is brought out of his revere with a hand being placed on his shoulder. He turns to see Frodo smile at him "Come, Sam." his voice, ever so gentle, Sam smiles and turns to follow his friend, with a final glance back at the mysterious person as she also begins to slowly move, following in their footsteps silently.

"Mr. Frodo, I know you trust these two, but do we even know where they're leading us?"

From the front comes Strider's strong voice in reply "To Rivendell, Master Gamgee. To the House of Elrond."

"You hear that, Mr. Frodo?" Sam is extatic "Rivendell! We're going to see the elves!"

"Elves?" under her helmet the Staff Sergeant has a puzzled expression on her face "Why does that sound so familiar..." she whispers to herself, she picks up her pace slightly and catches up to Strider, before she can open her mouth, Strider smiles

"Do not worry, my lady. The elves are our friends. They will help us and more importantly, provide us with much needed counsel."

"I know, logic dictates that wherever or to whomever we are going are allies otherwise we wouldn't be out here, however my question is, what are the elves?"

She's extremely perceptive, the Ranger thinks to himself, she doesn't bother with trivial talk, every action we take or thing we say speaks volumes to her.

"The elves are an ancient people, wise and powerful as they are good and just. They are immortal and..."

"Wait, hold on, immortal? As in they don't die? Don't grow old?" she asks in a very surprised tone "That's amazing. Now that's a secret we'd all love to have."

Strider smiles "Age or sickness does not plague them as it does the other peoples of this land." then Strider stops for a moment and looks up at the great warrior "I know you are probably from far away, maybe even from across the Sea of Rhun and the Red Mountains, but to not know of the elves? Who are you, stranger?" he asks rhetorically, not really expecting an answer.

While the hobbits are still out of earshot she leans in and replies "I know this is a lot to ask and for you to accept, especially from someone as strange as me, but you'll just have to trust me. We fight for the same reasons, the same things."

The Ranger looks on expectantly, hoping to get more out of this fascinating woman, she indulges him "We fight so that others won't have to, to protect those who can't protect themselves and avenge those we failed to protect."

"Trust me, Stider." she repeats.

Deeply moved by her statement "Aragorn." he replies.

She's silent.

"I am Aragorn, son of Arathorn. That is my name, stranger."

She looks back at the hobbits who are still a bit from them and turns back to Aragorn, then with a low and long sigh bows her head in resignation "Sophia, Sophia Flowers. Staff Sergeant as you probably guessed is my rank."

He smiles "It is good to finally know your name..." he tries out the strange name for the first time in his life "...Sophia." He knew the names of women, of Rohan, Gondor, of hobbits and dwarves, elves of all, even those of Khand and Rhun, her's wasn't one he associated with either. Truly a mystery. One he is very keen on solving.

"Come, gentlemen. We do not stop 'till nightfall." Aragorn said as the hobbits finally caught up with them, they weren't too happy about that, especially Pippin who was munching on an apple.

Their first night in the wilderness wasn't too far off now, being mid autumn the Sun set a bit earlier with each passing day. They reached the top of a small hill where Strider paused, contemplating their next move. When the hobbits reached the top they noticed the marsh that stretched in front of them.

"Well that is just lovely." Sam proclaimed.

"Are we going through that?" Merry asked hopefully of Strider, hoping for a big N and an O that is.

"Aye, gentlemen, my lady, we must make haste. Nightfall is close and these are no lands to be out in the open after dark."

"Then let's go." Sophia replied picking up the big pack Sam dropped to the ground to massage his aching shoulders. She draped it over the shoulder as if it was a light scarf and started straight down the other side of the hill, picking the easiest looking route, easy for the hobbits of course. She had no problems with it whatsoever.

* * *

><p>"Do we follow them? We know their most likely path. Aragorn will surely lead them to Rivendell."<p>

"Then this matter is out of our hands." Halbarad replies "If our chieftain and brother seeks our aid, he shall have it, however he is not one who is easily defeated, and now, with that giant warrior at his side." he smiled at his men "We however have others in our charge, others not so lucky in friends, others that need the watchful eye and protection of the Dunedain. Our road now leads us home."

"Surely we can be of some assistance to Aragorn and his party." a younger ranger said, looking for adventure and to prove himself.

"That time will come, I promise you. I fear that soon darkness will test us, push us."

"And we shall push back!" a Ranger yelled, followed by cheers

The older Rangers smiled "Indeed." this time Angal spoke "For now, however, our task is still the same as ever, protect the Shire."


	7. Chapter 7

"Do you need any help?" the giant asked with no humor in her voice, maybe slight concern.

"We can manage, thank you very much!" was her answer from Sam, probably the most stubborn one in the bunch.

Poor things, all stuck in the deep mud of the marsh, barely making any progress, Aragorn was fairing much better, but the hobbits kept falling with every step they took.

"This place is horrible and it smells worse." Pippin whined as he tried to swat the legion of flies and mosquitoes.

"What do they eat when they can't get hobbit?" Merry said as he crushed something on his neck, Pippin a second later faceplanted in the muck. Next thing he knew he was being hoisted out by one strong arm.

"Come on, Pippin." said the giant warrior "And try not to get any of that on me." she chuckled.

"Oooh very funny, looks like we have a comedian in our midst!" Pippin said sarcastically as he was being carried under the warrior's arm "You can put me down, you know, I'm not a child!"

"I never noticed." joked Merry from the front, grinning with Sam.

"I heard that!" replied Pip and then they all started laughing, even Aragorn smiled.

Luckily for Sophia, her armor protected her from the mud and from the smell, its stickiness didn't slow her down one bit, she walked as she was on dry land, they all surmised that she had to be very strong. She walked among the hobbits now, yanking here, pulling there whenever one got stuck and was having difficulties getting out. The hobbits didn't say it, but they appreciated the help.

"We will camp here tonight." said Aragorn from the front "Sam, tie Bill to that dried out tree over there, this place is somewhat drier." he scanned the area with his blue eyes "Start a fire, I shall return shortly." then he looked to the giant warrior "Keep watch, friend."

She nodded once "Sir."

Aragorn's brows furrowed "Sir? I am no sir."

"Oh, right, sorry. Old habit."

Strider turned and walked off into the gathering mist, probably gone to look for food.

The hobbits went to work, gathering dry wood for the fire, what little they could find. Frodo sat down in the grass, looking after Aragorn's vanishing form, Pippin and Sam removed the packs from Bill and placed them on a bit higher ground, Pip was quick to rummage around for any leftovers, his "Mmmm..." of victory quickly drew the attention of Merry who lumped down beside him to examine his friend's findings. Sam started working on the fire, getting out his trusty flint and tinder, gathering dry grass and smaller twigs, carefully blowing on the rising smoke, a small spark and then a small and weak fire, which he coaxed into a nice campfire with the skill of a master.

Sophia watched them all carefully, observing behavior, body language, facial expressions, things she was taught to look out for. They were all tiered and exhausted, with their hoods up they all gathered around the small fire, talking amongst themselves. The night was quiet and the stars were out, the mist lifted not long after sunset. Sophia closed her eyes and focused on her hearing. Nothing, not even wildlife. This was a strange place.

"Why did you call him sir?" came a voice, Merry's.

"Long story."

"We're not in a hurry." answered Frodo "We're just four curious hobbits."

"Very curious." interjected Pippin.

Sophia then decided that a little information couldn't hurt. "But how would I even tell them?" she thought to herself "How could I even make them understand? Think Soph, think."

Just then Aragorn appeared with a dead deer over his shoulder, bow and arrow in his other hand. He sat next to Frodo and pulled a knife and started skinning the animal.

"You don't have to tell us anything if you don't want to." reasoned Frodo "But you are in our company when you have no reason to be here, none that we know of at least. You can't keep the book of your life closed."

This caught Strider's attention, was she about to reveal something about herself? He stopped for a second but then continued working, his attention however was completely on his new friend.

She sighed and sat next down to Merry, across from Aragorn.

She thought deeply "You're gonna have to be smart about this, you probably won't get very far with expressions like slipspace and electromagnetism. That's it! I'm a genius. Okay, let's see if that semester of English literature pays off." she placed her weapon down to her left, well out of the reach of the hobbits who eyed it with an equal amount caution and curiosity.

"I, don't even know where to begin to be truthful." she chuckled slightly "This will not be easy, explaining. There are things about me, my people that you will not understand." by now the hobbits were gazing deeply at her, she had their full and undivided attention "You are correct, Strider." at that he looked up "I am not from the Red Mountains, or beyond them." they were hanging on every word "I come from up there." and she slowly raised her head to the starry sky above. The expressions of shock and utter surprise that followed, the open mouths of Sam and Pippin. Aragorn however took it a bit better, but just a bit.

"You come from the Void. The realm of Iluvatar, the One." Aragorn whispered with reverence in his voice.

Her silence meant one thing, she had no idea who he meant. "The Great Maker of all that is."

"Oh, you mean God? Goddess? No, nothing like that." they continued staring "For my people, for as long as my people have been, deities have been a permanent attachment. Some faiths of my people, believe in one deity, others in more than one. Many, many different faiths. However most of us don't bother with those ideas anymore." she said "Knowledge and our own strengths are what guide us now."

"Then how can you come from the Void if you have no connection to the One?" asked Aragorn.

"Because my people have learned how to sail amongst the stars." THAT revelation almost cost Aragorn a finger as he almost sheared it off and caused Pippin to choke on the last of the water.

"That is impossible. No such knowledge exists in this world." Aragorn countered.

"Correct, however I am not of this world. The knowledge of my people is great and we still have very much to learn and discover. It is in my people's nature to always reach for the next star, an unquenchable thirst for knowledge and exploration."

"Who are your people? You must be elves to possess such knowledge." said the silent and brooding hobbit, Frodo.

"We are not elves." she said with amusement.

"So then why are you here? How did you even come here?" Merry asked as he helped Sam place some meat on a stick and hang it over the fire.

"An accident apparently. My arrival here was not my choice, nor desire." then she fell silent, afraid to reveal more.

"You're a soldier, that much is clear to me, however a soldier of what army, what kingdom? You are indeed powerful, powerful as the Noldor or Vanyar, maybe even more so. But secrets come with the heavy burden of keeping them, the more you carry, the more they weigh you down. Trust us now as you asked us to trust you." reasoned Aragorn.

"Okay. In time, I promise." that answer didn't make her new friends too happy, but they accepted it regardless.

"What does... 'okay' mean?" asked Pippin with a puzzled expression.

"Oh, it means many things, yes, all right, very well and such."

"Ah!" exclaimed the young hobbit.

"However." they all looked up at her "You can rest assured..." she raised her hands to her head and pulled her hood back slowly, revealing a beautifully crafted helmet of green steel and blue glass, reflective like a mirror, they were surprised to see their dirty reflections. She grabbed the sides of her helmet and with a small hiss that startled the hobbits and the Ranger, slowly pulled it off her head "...I'm human like him." revealing the beautiful round face of a young woman in her mid twenties, no jewelry not even pierced ears, chocolate brown hair pulled in a tight bun, olive skin color and unnaturally light blue eyes, they were more white than blue, focused and deep like of a wise elf, full red lips with a small smile tugging its left corner. The strange, black armor protecting her neck stopping only under her jawline going around and under her ears and covering the nape of her neck.

The hobbits and Aragorn were stunned into silence once more. Before they could say anything she placed her helmet back on her head and pulled the hood up. She picked up a small stick and started picking at the fire, under her helmet she was grinning like a young girl.

"You were saying something about scarred and ugly?" Pippin whispered loudly to Merry who was red from ear to ear "Why is a pretty, young lady like yourself a soldier? Your people allow ladies to be soldiers?" he asked inquisitively.

She laughed "Trust me, Pippin, I'm no lady. And yes, the women of my people have been fighting alongside men for centuries now. Most thought that it was a bad idea in the beginning, because women naturally aren't as strong or resilient as men are, which is true, however the knowledge my people gained over the centuries changed that, where any person, man or woman could be made very strong and very resilient. The armor I wear alone is worth more than any army you might encounter, Pip."

"Well that certainly isn't disturbing in the least, wait, made stronger how?" Frodo asked.

"Same as with every other great accomplishment of my people, with knowledge. Science. Great scientists, scholars. My people are constantly trying to better themselves and the worlds they inhabit."

"Worlds?!" came the quartet of high hobbit voices, Aragorn even flinched a bit.

"How else do you think I arrived on your world?"

The five of them turned ghostly white for a moment.

"How-how many worlds do your people live on?" asked Frodo.

She hesitated for a moment "Once, several... hundred."

"By all the stars..." whispered Strider "An empire..." he swallowed hard "The likes of which eternity has never seen."

"Amazing. That's, that's incredible." said Merry.

"Unbelievable I'd say." corrected Sam.

"What happened?" the ever concerned and responsible Frodo asked.

The answers and statements came all at once.

"What always happens, Frodo. War."

With that answer the hobbits fell strangely silent, they were too tiered and too hungry.

"Come, gentlemen, the meat is ready. Eat." Strider tried to divert their attention.

"And are there more like you?" asked Sam with a loud yawn. She really didn't want to say, Aragorn placed a large piece of meat on Sam's plate and that seemed to distract him.

Sophia nodded in gratitude and he nodded back. He understood, more so than he was letting on. All in time, she thought. Revealing too much... who knows how that might affect them. This was shock and awe enough for one night.

After the hobbits ate and drifted off to sleep, she quietly removed her helmet again and helped herself to some meat. Aragorn sat in silence and observed her.

"They will wish to know your name. To know a friend's face but not their name, that's something that won't sit well with a hobbit for too long." he smiled.

"Don't worry. I just think this was excitement enough for one day for them. Their appetite however is amazing."

"On that we agree." Strider chuckled as he stood and walked to a log to sit by himself. Pulling out a long pipe.

Sophia lowered herself down and placed her back against a large stone, trying to get some rest. Her gaze wandered to the hobbits, then Bill who was happily munching on some dry grass and then Aragorn's dark back, smoke slowly rose from his front. He was already deep in thought. They all were.

She wanted to sleep but couldn't, not now, place too open, too vulnerable. Sleep will have to wait for a safer place. Her weapon, as always, in her hands, safety on.


	8. Chapter 8

A sad and empty land, that's all the hobbits can think of as they slowly follow Strider. They've been on this road for a few days now, Strider called it the Great East Road that would take them directly to Rivendell.

To the north Sophia could see large rolling hills, to the south nothing but flat land.

"Those are the Weather Hills" says Aragorn "It means we are close to our next stop. We will reach it by midday." he reassures the hobbits, although they don't look like they need it. For their small size they are very resilient to such long journeys, the giant warrior feels somewhat proud of them, a lot humans by now would be whining and begging to stop and rest, the hobbits however are quite the opposite, laughing from time to time, sharing old stories, most of them have ale or some sort of food in them. Or both.

"The hobbits..." Sophia starts as she moves next to Aragorn, but so only that he can hear her "...they're mostly a farming culture?"

He nods as he takes long strides "Indeed, hobbits have little ambitions beyond their own borders, they prefer the comfort of home and friends. They are exceptionally proud of the ales they brew, or pipe weed they grow. Old Toby, my favorite." Aragorn says smiling, holding a small paper bag in his hand with its dried contents, taking a large wiff and placing it back into a pouch under his cloak.

"Then I have to ask. Why are four hobbits, apparently outside their borders going to a place they've never been to?" she asks curiously.

Aragorn's small smile vanishes turning into a face set in stone, but not anger "Those are things I cannot tell you, for now, however rest assured that Lord Elrond will provide you with the answers you seek."

"All right. Last question." Aragorn suspects what it might be "Those dark riders, why were they looking for the hobbits?"

"What makes you think they weren't looking for me instead?"

"Because they went straight to a room made for hobbits. They didn't go into any other room. So who are they?"

Frodo hearing the end of the question silently tugs on his friends to hurry up, so they can hear the answer as well. Aragorn hearing the rapidly approaching light footsteps turns to see that he has an audience now.

Looking forward again he begins "They were men once, great kings of men. Then Sauron the Deceiver gave them Nine Rings of Power. Blinded by their greed they took them without question, one by one, falling into darkness. Now they are forever slaves to his will. They are the Nazgul, neither living nor dead."

"Wait. Hold on. First thing's first, who the heck is Sauron and second, 'living nor dead'?" Sophia asks, she looks back to see that the hobbits have some inkling.

"He is the enemy." comes Aragorn's simple answer "He seeks dominion over all the free peoples. From his dark land of Mordor, protected by great mountains, forever covered in dark clouds and ash, he commands creatures most foul and evil. As for the riders, they are dark spirits contained by the special robes they wear." the hatred in Strider's voice was palpable.

"Interesting. So he basically corrupted human kings, I'm guessing for their power and hold over their people that led to... what exactly?"

"As you eloquently put it a few nights ago. Same as ever, to war."

She chuckled, but there was no humor in it "Wherever one might turn, war is surely to be found." after a few moments of silence she asked "So this Sauron, is he going to be a problem?"

"He always is. He was thought to be defeated in the Great Battle of the Last Alliance many hundreds of years ago, but he has returned. Construction on his great tower of Barad-dur in Mordor has begun. A massive construction, the last tower stood a little under 1,500 meters. However its foundation could not be destroyed."

"That means that he's a dark spirit as well." she states, clarifying the information provided.

"Indeed."

"And the tower, why couldn't it be destroyed?"

The fact that she didn't seem impressed by the size of it was not lost upon Aragorn, nor the hobbits. For a moment Aragorn was silent, then he looked back at Frodo, who slowly nodded.

"Because of the One Ring."

"Wait, a ring?"

"Forged by Sauron inside Mount Doom, and like its master, it is evil, forever seeking a way back to its master, for they are one. If Sauron reclaims his Ring, then all will be lost." Strider explains with a dark undertone.

"A simple ring." Sophia states in bewilderment. She notices Frodo reaching under his shirt and pulling out a small golden ring on a chain. She stops in her tracks, looks at the ring, then Frodo, then at Aragorn "Are you serious? That little thing is what the fuss is all about? Wait, that's why we're going to Rivendell, isn't it?"

"Precisely." Strider replies "The elves will know what to do."

"May I see it?" that question freezes everyone for a moment. The serious glances between the hobbits and Aragorn's deep gaze surprises the giant warrior "What? It's just a ring."

Then Frodo reaches tentatively under his shirt again and pulls the ring out slowly, he pulls the chain from around his neck and slowly extends his hand towards Sophia.

The moment the ring makes contact with her gloved and armored hand Frodo and to a lesser extent Aragorn start hearing whispers, even the other three hobbits start feeling nervous as if something is terrifying them.

"Do you hear it?" Frodo asks.

After 5 long seconds of silence, the warrior slowly looks up from her hand to the dark haired hobbit... "Hear what?"

The look of surprise on their faces tells her that she's not being told everything "Don't tell me the ring is talking to you." she says half joking, the serious look on Frodo's face... "You're kidding."

"The Ring has a mind of its own, a mind of evil and cruelty, it is cunning and manipulative." clarifies the Ranger.

"Well, I don't hear anything." she says as she hands the ring back to Frodo with no hesitation, another surprise for Strider who knows that any, but mostly men would be enthralled by the Ring. Not willing to give it up so easily, especially the Ring would have sensed her strength and would have tried to use all of its power to bend her to its will.

"Maybe it's because I'm not from around here." she jests, trying to ease the tension in her party.

"I am only surprised, my lady. Most would have a hard time believing such a tale, especially if they were not of these lands." Strider says.

"I... have seen things in my life... I'll just say that a talking ring is not much of a surprise to me."

"If your people sail amongst the stars, then indeed it is not. Our world must seem small and insignificant in comparison." Strider answers as they start walking again.

"Small, yes. Insignificant? Never." she replies.

* * *

><p>As they reach the top of a small hill, Sophia being taller spots the remains of an old, very old structure. It was beautiful and haunting.<p>

"This was once the great Watchtower of Amon Sul, Weathertop." Aragorn explains "It was destroyed many years ago, by the Witch-king's forces, he is the most powerful of the Dark Riders."

"How far is this place from Rivendell?" asks the wrapped warrior.

"Far, further than the village of Bree." the moans from Pippin and Merry just amuse the rest of them "We shall rest here tonight."

As they reach the base of the tower, Aragorn leads them to the left side where they spot old carved stairs in the stone "Sam, tie down Bill for the night. He deserves his rest."

Sam does as he is asked and ties Bill to an old, twisted tree, he starts removing the packs but it's not that easy for one hobbit, Sophia sees him struggle and before Sam can do anything she pulls the entire load from Bill and gestures towards the others "After you." Sam smiles and bows in thanks and hops after Strider and the other hobbits who started making their way up the stairs.

Midway up Aragorn stops and looks out at the open fields and rolling hills of the land, the hobbits find a small cove in the rock and huddle in together away from the bite of the cold wind. He turns and places a package wrapped in a brown cloak and leather strips in front of the hobbits, he unfolds it revealing four small swords "These are for you." and one by one tosses them to the hobbits "Keep them close. We're going to have a look around." he glances up at Sophia who nods and follows Aragorn.

As they make their way down the stairs she asks "Do you think it's wise to give them weapons? Do they even know how to use them?"

"It's for their protection, Sophia." he reasons.

"If they need protection then why are we leaving them alone?"

"We must make sure that this place is secure for the night and two pair of eyes are better than one. You know what to look out for, signs of intrusion, of recent activity. Orcs rarely come down here, very rarely, but we must make sure none the less."

"Orcs?"

"Foul creatures, servants of the Dark Lord. Smaller than men but larger than hobbits, pointy ears, sharp teeth, sickly skin and dark eyes, rusted old weapons and a disgusting language."

"And they eat people."

Aragorn stops dead in his tracks and turns wide eyed "How- how do you know? Have you encountered them?" his voice is laced equally with worry for her and hatred for them.

She stops next to him and stretches her neck a bit from left to right "Only twice, both parties with a few dozen members."

"What happened?" he asks again worried.

She just chuckles "What do you think?"

He slowly closes his eyes as he visibly relaxes, letting out a long sigh of relief and then asks "But you could have avoided them, easily so, with your skills and speed. Why did you fight them?" he's more curious than worried now.

"Because it is my duty to protect the weak and innocent." she starts with pride "And if I fail in my duty, then it's my pleasure to avenge the innocent." and finishes with anger.

"Have you encountered any more people or creatures that you had to fight?" he asks, understanding her position completely.

"Yeah, actually. Thank you for reminding me. Before I reached the village, Bree, a few days before that I came across a very strange creature. Taller than me, a lot thicker, its skin was tough and dark grey, incredibly stupid."

Aragorn went pale "A cave troll?"

"I don't know what its name was, but it was very aggressive. When I came upon it, it was using his weapon trying to pick some food out of a rotting log, I tried to circle around it quietly, but it started sniffing the air and before I could make a move it turned and saw me. It was faster than it looked. It didn't even take a second to think, it just lunged at me, trying to kill me." she explained "What calm resided within this... troll was gone the moment it saw me, like a mindless raging beast."

"Did it hurt you?" Aragorn found his voice again, serious as ever.

"It tried, now it's dead. I was slightly surprised that something that big was so weak."

"Weak? Sophia, trolls have been a part of almost every battle I ever thought in and my ancestors before me, they are a formidable adversary on the field of battle."

"Not that formidable apparently." she said with humor.

"Then I thank the stars above us for sending you to this world. A bright light to shine in the ever looming darkness." he said with staunch conviction.

She laughed with heart this time "Flatterer. Shouldn't we head back? We shouldn't leave the hobbits alone out here for so long."

"All right." he nodded "It would appear that we have nothing to worry-"

A loud and piercing howl came from the direction of the tower "The hobbits!" Aragorn yelled and started running in the tower's direction, before he could take ten steps Sophia flew past him and she yelled back "I'll get there faster by myself! Don't worry!"

It took her about 23 seconds to reach the base of the tower, from there she darted up the stairs. She stopped at the camp seeing the fire was out and the hobbits were nowhere in sight, then from the top she clearly heard Sam shouting "Back, you devils!" then the clatter of metal. Swords.

She pulled her weapon from her back and sprinted up the stairs after them, she rounded a corner and the first Nazgul she saw *BOOM* "One down." she thought, then saw four more closing in on the hobbits, Sam was to the side passed out, Merry and Pippin were standing in front Frodo, trying to protect their friend.

Before Merry and Pippin could even lunge at their attackers they heard a loud *BOOM* to which the other three dark figures turned to see what was happening, they were greeted by the sight of their brother flying at them at high speed, knocking two more to the ground. The hobbits turned to notice that Frodo was gone. "Mr. Frodo!" Pippin shouted "Where are you?"

"Pip! Help me with Sam." Merry said to his friend.

"Shit! Last shell!" she pointed her shotgun at the tallest Nazgul's head and pulled the trigger, it flew back a few feet, then she noticed the one she shot first was starting to get back up "Why won't you fucking die!" she said picking up the Nazgul that was on all fours and threw it against a carved stone column knocking all of it over. The tallest Nazgul rose to its feet, picked up its sword and slowly edged its way to the side, then with a lightning quick move stabbed behind him at apparently nothing.

Then, from the shadows came the cavalry, Aragorn with a shout jumped at the Nazgul swinging his sword and a torch. Immediately at the sight of fire the Nazgul started screaming. "Oh, so that's how you like it?" Sophia said to herself as she kicked another rider in the midriff sending it flying.

A moment later, to everyone's, especially Sophia surprise, Frodo appeared out of thin air howling in pain. By this time Sam had awakened, hearing his friend in pain rushed to his side.

Using the distraction, another Nazgul quickly counted its blessings and dove off the side of the tower. One was foolish enough to try and fight Aragorn, with a quick parry and dodge Aragorn set him on fire. The last one tried to sneak past Aragorn, he noticed it and threw his torch like an axe, hitting the Nazul right in the face. It tried to run but Sophia was faster "Oh no you don't!" and grabbed it by the shoulder yanking it back.

"What are you doing?" Aragorn shouted.

"We need information!" she said turning her attention to him for just a moment, then seeing an opportunity the Nazgul lunged at her and wrapped its arms around her, hoping to burn her as well.

"Sophia!" and before Aragorn could strike the Ringwraith, it vanished, Sophia burned.

"Nooo!" Aragorn cried but his anguish quickly turned to surprise as the flames vanished, golden light flickered around Sophia's form, the cloth wrappings now burned fell to the ground revealing her and her armor in all its splendor. Aragorn was again, as in these many days, thanks to her, at a loss for words. Her armor was amazing, breathtakingly beautiful and intimidating at the same time. Its craftsmanship of the highest order. Her entire body was wrapped in a strange black fiber, some defined the muscles themselves, especially in her shoulder, upper arms and thighs. Intricate green plates of armor covered her forearms, lower shoulders, chest and trapezius, plates from her chest down her stomach and down her spine, plates on her thighs, knees and shins, ending in interesting pieces on the her feet and heels. Small pieces even covered the back of her hands and knuckles. She slowly stood to her full height, the moonlight strangely didn't reflect off the metal. Only because of his good eyes could he make out the shapes and details. The other hobbits were too busy with Frodo to notice, who's cries of agony brought Aragorn back to the present.

"Strider!" Sam cried out. He rushed to the hobbits' side "Help him, Strider!" Sam asked heartbroken.

Aragorn then noticed the small dark dagger sitting on the ground, picking it up he knew immediately what it was "He's been stabbed by a Morgul blade." he almost spat. With that the blade disintegrated in his hand.

"That's new." Sophia thought as she also knelt down next to Frodo "What's the course of treatment?" she asked.

"This is beyond my skill to heal. He needs elvish medicine." Aragorn reached to pick him up but she stopped him.

"I'll carry him." he nodded and she picked him gently. "Sam, bring me a blanket and wrap it around him. We need to keep him warm." the stubborn hobbit with streaks of tears on his face nodded, he quickly vanished down the stairs followed by Aragorn, Merry and Pippin, with Sophia and Frodo in tow.

"Can't you help him? Don't you have some medicine?" Merry asked.

"I do, but I don't know how it will react once in contact with his body. I'm not willing to risk it. Strider, do you have anything that could help?" she asked as she slowly carried him to the bottom while the other hobbits gathered their belongings. Aragorn untied Bill and helped Merry and Pip load him up, Sam rushed over with their largest and thickest blanket.

"This will definitely help. Thank you, Sam." she replied with calm and kindness. He smiled a bit, still worried for his friend.

"We must make haste, Rivendell is still a few days away and Frodo doesn't have that much time. Fortunately I know a small patch of wood where a herb grows that might be of some help." With that, Aragorn grabbed his torch and jogged off, the hobbits, Bill and Sophia with Frodo quickly followed.


	9. Chapter 9

Sophia ran, she ran as fast as she could, considering she had a dying hobbit in her arms, she didn't want to aggravate his condition with her speed. Always two steps behind Aragorn, he was leading them eastward through an old forest. Merry, Pippin and Sam with Bill not far behind them, all worried sick for Frodo.

Not long ago did the hobbits finally notice that Sophia's worn cloth wrappings were gone, for the past few hours they have been running a few yards behind her. Staring at the marvel that her armor was. Needless to say if it hadn't been for Mr. Frodo's injury then she would have had more questions to answer than there are raindrops in a storm.

Pippin's curiosity however got the better of him, wheezing between deep breaths he asked "Excuse me, but" he took a deep breath "where did you" and again "get that armor?" and another "And can I get one?" he asked sheepishly.

"We're in the middle of something, Pippin! Focus!" she answered a bit angry "Be patient and when this is over I'll answer all of your questions."

"But-"

"No buts!" she said.

"But-"

"Pippin!" said Merry.

"But-"

"I'll tell you my name if you can hold your questions for a little while longer." she would have said anything just to shut him up. She waited for a few moments and when no 'buts' came "It's Sophia. Staff Sergeant Sophia Flowers."

"You have a lovely name, Sophia." said Merry.

"Indeed she does!" Sam said.

"What is a Staff Sergeant?" Pippin asked.

"It's my rank, Pippin." she answered. It would have been a bit cruel to not answer at least that question.

"Is it a high rank?" he asked.

"It's a... middle rank. 6th out of 12."

"Twelve ranks? Isn't that a bit much? I couldn't remember half of them!" he said.

"Of that I have no doubt." laughed Merry behind him, unfortunately Frodo's cry of pain dissolved what merriment was there to be had.

"Hurry!" Aragorn shouted, he was really in a hurry but he also had to think of the other hobbits who couldn't keep going this fast for much longer "This way!"

They cleared the thicket and that's when they saw them, three statues of trolls. If Aragorn's description was right that is, those were trolls. But who the hell would make statues of trolls? In the middle of nowhere no less.

"Are those?" she didn't even get to finish her question.

"Indeed. We will rest here for a moment." replied Aragorn "Put Frodo down here."

The rest of the hobbits and Bill joined then a few seconds later, their short legs could only carry them at a certain pace.

She did as she was told and placed Frodo down gently on a soft patch of grass, he was half awake now and not a moment later Sam kneeled down at his side "Look, Frodo, it's Mr. Bilbo's trolls!" by now Frodo was gasping for air, his face was pale as marble, the hobbit was in terrible pain.

"We need to do something, and fast." said the armored warrior as she looked around, securing the area "I could give him something for the pain."

"Then do it, please." said Merry pleading, stepping in front of Sophia he said "Whatever you have, just give it to him."

"Mr. Frodo?" Sam touched his hand to Frodo's forehead "He's going cold!"

Aragorn waved his torch from here to there, he was looking for something, he then turned around and saw that Sophia was looking directly at him. He nodded. Not a moment later she was at Frodo's side "Give me some room, Sam." he complied and stepped back "Frodo! Frodo, can you hear me?" she said removing the pack from her back and placing it next to Sam's bag, then moved her hand to the plate armor on her right thigh "I'm going to give you something." then she pressed a small, glowing blue shape and a small compartment with strange looking items opened up "It's called morphine. You're small, much smaller than me, or even a normal person, so I'm going to give you a fifth of a normal dose." a moment later she pressed a small, silver and cylindrical looking object to Frodo's left thigh. There was a strange sound and not a moment later Frodo stopped gasping for air, in fact, his breathing slowed down to a normal pace. He wasn't in pain anymore.

"You're small, but hobbits have a fast metabo- your bodies work fast, so I don't know how much its effects will hold." she said as she put a hand under his head and helped him drink a little bit of water.

"The pain." he said slowly with a strained voice "I barely feel it." he said wide-eyed.

"Unfortunately it won't last." she said standing up with her pack "We need to go on, Strider."

Pippin then joined Sam at Frodo's side "Is he going to die?" he asked, he was very scared for his friend.

Aragorn looked on with a grave expression on his face "He's passing into the shadow world. He will soon become a wraith like them."

"He will become a Nazgul? From one cut?" Sophia asked surprised "Infected and then turned into a mindless slave, a monster... that's eerily familiar..." she said with hidden danger in her voice "So what is this plant you need?" she asked of Aragorn.

He quickly turned to the blond hobbit "Sam, do you know the Athelas plant?"

"Athelas? he asked, not recognizing the name.

"Kingsfoil."

"Kingsfoil, ah! It's a weed!"

"It might help to slow the poison. Hurry!" he then turned to the warrior "Stay with Frodo."

She was motionless and silent for a moment, then nodded.

Aragorn and Sam rushed off into the bushes, she could see their torches through the branches and leaves. However, the Staff Sergeant was full of surprises, she was tracking them, inside her helmet with a built in and very useful tool. She calls this tool a Motion Sensor. In the left lower corner of her visor she saw in her vicinity a yellow blip, that was Bill, two green ones, Frodo and Pippin and two more green ones in the distance, Sam and Strider. No one else around them, she slowly exhaled, collecting her thoughts. Then suddenly behind Aragorn's blip appeared a yellow one. Unidentified. Closing in on him fast. Sophia however was faster, she focused all her senses on this new being and possible threat then she heard the words "What's this? A Ranger, caught off his guard?" A woman? Out here?

Sophia moved swiftly and silently, she was feet away from this woman. Wait! She had a sword, more importantly, a sword at Aragorn's neck!

Aragorn knew who the woman was, he recognized her from her voice, he smiled, then heard a strange CLICK-like sound, like rock against steel with the words "Drop the butter knife, sweet cheeks." He felt the sword fall from his neck and heard it hit the ground, he turned and saw Sophia holding her weapon's end directly at Arwen's back.

"Sophia, hold!" he jumped between them "She's a friend, an elf." he said as he slowly placed his hand on top of her weapon and slowly pushed it down. She thankfully didn't respond to it negatively.

The woman tentatively removed the hood from her head, revealing a beautiful young lady with perfect skin, deep blue eyes and black hair, however her pointy ears were the dead giveaway. The look on her face when she saw the giant was... memorable to say the least. Seeing her own surprise in the blue visor of Sophia's helmet definitely added to it. She then turned quickly to Aragorn and spoke in a strange language. He replied. It seemed as if she was questioning him and he was slightly reluctant to answer her questions.

The woman, just like Aragorn or the hobbits was completely amazed. The giant soldier, in all her long years she's never seen anyone like it, heard of in tales or read about in books, the armor it wore, its strange shapes and colors, the pattern and style, she knew enough of armors to know that this wasn't made by any civilization in Middle-earth. She continued to speak in her strange yet beautiful language, Aragorn replied here and there. The elf slowly circled around Sophia, inspecting her from top to bottom. She was a bit nervous, Sophia could perfectly understand why, however she was running out of patience.

"Aragorn, what's going on and who is she?" Sophia asked. Every time she spoke though it seemed that this elf was slightly incredulous as to this giant warrior could possibly be a woman. Aragorn then placed a hand on the young girl's shoulder, indicating with his expression that she had nothing to fear.

He then turned to Sophia and said "My apologies." he slightly bowed his head "This is Arwen Undomiel" he gestured to her "daughter of Elrond, it is to their lands that we travel, to Rivendell, their home." he clarified "He's the one who can help Frodo."

"Arwen, this is..." he looked to the warrior to be sure he said it right "...Staff Sergeant Sophia Flowers. Our friend and ally, she is aiding us in our journey to Rivendell."

Sophia nodded once towards Arwen "Nice to meet you."

"My greetings to you, warrior. I have come to lend my aid." said Arwen with a deep bow.

"Then what are we waiting for? Go to Frodo." she said to Strider "I'll go get Sam." with that she vanished in his direction.

"You always make the most interesting friends, beloved." Arwen says with a smile.

Finding Sam a moment later stumbling in the dark, Sophia calls out to him "Sam, come on, help has arrived." he nodded and quickly followed her. When they reached the clearing Arwen and Aragorn were kneeling at Frodo's side, he was applying the plant he collected to Frodo's stab wound.

"Who is she?" Merry asked, they were entranced by her grace and beauty, especially Sam who knew instantly.

"She's an elf." he said, deep down hoping that his first meeting with one would have been under better circumstances.

"He's fading, he's not going to last! We must get him to my father!" she said as Aragorn lifted him up, taking him to her horse "I've been looking for you for two days. There are five Wraiths behind you, where the other four are I do not know."

Aragorn then spoke in that strange language again, they were arguing, that much was clear.

"What are they saying?" Sam was a bit frustrated at not understanding, Sophia wasn't too happy about it either.

"I do not fear them." she then said in english again.

He smiled at her and held her hand firmly for a moment, he stepped aside and she sat back on her horse, holding Frodo tightly.

"Strider, we should stay together. We can't let the two of them go out there by themselves." the giant, plated warrior said as she walked forward "Don't you find it strange that the Nazgul haven't attacked yet? They know our exact position and this is exactly what they've been waiting for, for us to make a dumb move and split up. Ever heard of divide and conquer?"

"They will be fine, no one can catch Arwen when she rides atop Asfaloth." he said, trying to reassure her.

"And that's all fine and dandy but there's five of them, they don't have to catch them, they can surround them!" she was starting to raise her voice.

Frodo cried out again, the morphine's effects were starting to wear off. "Do you have any more of that medicine of yours?" asked Merry.

"I could hit him with another dose... but he's too weak, his heart might give out. However I still don't see the wisdom of them riding off like this, exposing themselves needlessly to danger."

"Do not worry, stranger." the elf said, smiling towards the warrior warmly "I've ridden in these lands for centuries, no one knows them as well as I."

After a moment of silence Sophia raised her free hand in surrender "Fine, go get captured, see if I care." she said turning around and walking away.

Aragorn smiled when Arwen's brows furrowed "She is a strange one indeed. We will follow and meet you in a few days. Arwen, ride hard and don't look back. And tell your father that I bring a powerful friend."

She nodded with a smile and then spoke to her horse, who apparently was fluent in elvish and took off flying across the forest.

"What are you doing?! Those Wraiths are still out there!" Sam yelled in anger finally waking from his revere.

Sophia then placed a firm hand on his small shoulder "They'll be fine, Sam, you'll see." then she said to Strider "We should also get moving."

He turned after Arwen and Frodo had vanished amongst the trees "Indeed. Gather your things."


	10. Chapter 10

"Do you think Mr. Frodo will be all right?" Sam asked, concerned for his friend.

It was daytime, and the company of friends moved through an evergreen forest, the winds were still and the only thing that could be heard was the crackling of foliage and dry twigs under feet, hooves and boots.

"Indeed, Master Gamgee, he will. Lord Elrond is a great healer." replied Strider from the front "I am confident that we have nothing to worry about."

"Let's hope so." said Sophia as she helped Merry over a small crevasse "There's been enough suffering."

"Thank you, my lady." he said smiling.

"You're welcome, Merry." she said kindly, while helping Sam lead Bill across.

"Somebody's blushing..." teased Pippin in a hushed voice as he waited for his friend, Merry's smile vanished and he looked absolutely embarrassed. Pippin's smile on the other hand only grew "You're such an easy hobbit to read, my dear friend."

"I am not! Why I'm one of the most mysterious hobbits west of Bree, I dare say!"

"Settle down, you two." said Sam as he led Bill behind them "You'll get us into trouble."

"Trouble?" Pippin almost laughed "More than we are already in?"

"Don't worry, guys. You're in safe hands." said the giant, plated warrior "Besides, we're not that far from Rivendell, are we, Strider?"

"Indeed." he replied "We will reach the Loudwater shortly." and just as Aragorn said, a little while later Sophia's sensitive and powerful hearing picked up the slight rushing of water.

The warrior felt a bit uneasy, something was wrong, something didn't fit, a moment later it all clicked. She picked up her pace and caught up to Aragorn and whispered "We are being watched. From all angles. At least a dozen individuals."

"They are friendly eyes, curious but friendly." Strider said "Guards of Rivendell, we have entered their lands a while ago."

"I can hear them, whispering to one another. Rushed and quick tones in their speech." she replied.

Aragorn just smiled "We have nothing to fear from them, Sophia. The elves are a calm people."

"This doesn't feel calm to me."

"Understandable, however." the Ranger drawled.

"What?"

"You." and he smiled.

"Oh." she felt a bit silly "Right."

"Are they going to introduce themselves?" she asked with a chuckle.

"They will not. They are tasked with watching over the borders of Rivendell, only to interfere if orcs or worse approach."

"Do you think Elrond will send anyone to meet us?"

"Highly likely, once we have crossed the Bruinen we will not be far from Rivendell."

As they moved through the thicket Bill was the next one to pick up the sound of water and he slightly neighed, then Aragorn and finally the hobbits. When they got closer they could hear the river rush almost violently. They cleared the treeline one by one, standing on the rocky shore of the river. Strider had a worried look on his face.

"What is it?" asked the warrior, glancing frequently upstream and downstream.

"The river. It is never this deep or fast. Not even during springtime. Especially not at the beginning of autumn. Something has happened. Come, we must hurry." and he started making his way towards the edge when he noticed something on the ground, hoof prints, many, the design of the horseshoe prints were not elvish, he scoured the area with his keen eyes.

"These prints..." he began.

"Horseshoe, but let me guess, not friendly?"

"Indeed. These were made by Morgul steeds. Nine in number. The Nazgul were here in force." Aragorn said standing up, dusting off his hands.

"Do you think Rivendell is under attack?" she asked as she reached for the weapon clamped to her back.

"No, the Guards of Rivendell would have warned us. It would seem the threat has passed."

"For how long I wonder..." then she looked back at the three hobbits still in their care. Cold, hungry and exhausted. "Let's go, Strider. The faster we get there the better."

"Agreed. Come hobbits!"

"We are going to cross... that?" Pippin asked as he nervously pointed at the river "In case you haven't noticed, that river is almost as tall as I am! And hobbits are not very good swimmers, in fact, we don't know how to swim at all!"

"That's all right, Pippin. Neither do I." said Sophia.

Pippin didn't feel reassured.

"Don't worry, I'll carry you across."

"Are you sure?" Aragorn asked "The river is very strong."

The hobbits, even Bill looked on with skepticism.

"A little positive energy wouldn't hurt, you know." then she sighed deeply "One day, my dear, dear friends, I'll show you just how strong I really am." The hobbits tentatively stepped forward, then without warning she hoisted Merry and Pippin up on her shoulders, they were sitting on her biceps, hanging on to her forearms for dear life as she practically jumped across the river in 2-3 small bounds.

Aragorn and Sam looked on wide-eyed from across the river.

"You can open your eyes and let go now, Pippin." Merry easily let go and jumped to the ground, happy to be alive, Pippin's death grip however was another matter entirely.

"Pip?" he was having none of it "Pip!" she said a bit louder and that startled him enough to let go of her arm.

"Let's not do that again, shall we?" he said as he fell on his backside.

Sophia laughed loudly "We'll see." then she turned and swiftly crossed the river for the rest of their company.

* * *

><p>"By the Valar..." said an elf from his perch, with him stood four more of his comrades in arms, they all stared in disbelief at the giant and apparently female warrior. Her size, her strength, the armor she wore. Her voice and the manner in which she spoke was very strange indeed, the fact alone that she was a she was a very new concept to them, but they trusted the Dunadan's judgment. They knew he would never bring a foe to their home.<p>

"Candar, go and inform Lord Elrond at once, the rest of Mithrandir's company have arrived. Aragorn, with him travel three more hobbits and a strange woman of great size and unknown armor and allegiance. Move swiftly."

"At once. Shall I send for Glorfindel as well?"

"Lord Elrond will do that."

The younger elf bowed his head and then moved swiftly between the trees before mounting his horse and galloping off to Imladris.

* * *

><p>Aragorn and his company moved along a narrow path in the forest, they weren't far now.<p>

"Strider, someone's coming. Directly in front of us. One individual." Sophia warned in a hushed voice.

Then they all heard it, laughter, the voice danced as it moved through the forest "Welcome home, baby brother" a strong and melodic voice said "Keeping strange company once again I see."

Then Strider said something in elvish in a humorous tone, more laughter echoed through the forest. Then an elf stepped out from behind a tree, he was tall and strong, beautiful and intricate silver armor with flowing snow white robes. His face was strong and perfectly symmetrical as probably all eves' were. His hair, long and golden, he carried a beautiful sword in his hand.

"Greetings, friends and welcome, I am Glorfindel of Rivendell." he said with a deep and serious tone, but with a light smile.

"It is good to see you once more, brother." said Aragorn with a big smile as he bear hugged the elf, Sophia saw that his expression revealed that elves probably weren't familiar or used to such open affection, but he returned the hug of his friend none the less.

He then turned his attention to the hobbits "Greetings, master hobbits." and he bowed respectfully "I hope your stay in our home will be a pleasant one, worthy of remembrance."

"This moment already is." replied Sam as he stared at the elven lord in awe.

Glorfindel smiled "You do me great honor, master..."

"Gamgee, Samwise Gamgee, at your service." then Sam took a deep and respectful bow, all his hunger and exhaustion washed away by the joy he was feeling.

Glorfindel then looked to the other two "I'm Peregrin Took and this is my closest friend, Meriadoc Brandybuck."

"Everyone just calls us Pippin and Merry." the one identified as Merry said "We are very happy to have finally reached Rivendell."

Glorfindel bowed once more to the two, then the 'accidental' snapping of a twig made him finally notice the 5th member of Aragorn's party, one who so far surprisingly managed to conceal himself. What he saw next would be a sight that would permanently etch itself into his memory.

Out from behind a thick tree stepped a massive, plated being, almost two heads taller than he or Aragorn, his entire body covered in armor, strange armor. Glorfindel's expression grew suddenly very serious and he pulled himself to his full height "It is an honor to finally meet the one who protected these hobbits..." then he looked to Strider "...and my young brother from certain torture and death at the hands of the foul dogs or Mordor." he bowed once again "I must admit however, the daughter of Elrond did not say anything else beyond said fact. Judging those things were not for her to divulge, but I must ask none the less, who are you, stranger?"

Then the strange warrior turned his head slightly to Aragorn.

"Those whose identities are not known are not permitted to enter Imladris." the Ranger chieftain clarified.

Then a deep and long sigh that followed only made the hobbits laugh.

"And here I was hoping to forego formalities and just stay out of the spotlight..."

The surprise on Glorfindel's face was, as a former colleague of Sophia would have put it: Priceless.

"Apologies, my lady. Forgive my ignorance. I did not consider the possibility." Glorfindel said "Please, allow me to take the bag from your back."

"I'm wearing half a ton of armor." she chuckled, he went a shade paler "A small bag is really not that heavy."

"I understand. However I still ask for your forgiveness, I meant no insult."

"You people concern yourselves way too much with politeness and apologies." the massive warrior said.

"It is a part of who we are as a people and as a society. However, I must ask, why is a lady such as yourself in armor, such strange armor?" Glorfindel asked.

"Answers will be provided in due time, brother." Aragorn said "We should go on."

After a moment Glorfindel nodded "Agreed. However, I still do not know your identity, or what you look like. My brother vouches for you, but a name, I must have."

"You are among good friends here." Aragorn said to her "You don't need to hold on to your secrets here. You can place your trust in the elves, it will never be betrayed."

"I understand. Rank and name, Staff Sergeant Sophia Flowers."

Glorfindel processed the information for a moment, a type of rank he never heard of with a type of name he never heard of either, he was intrigued. "You're a soldier, my lady? My brother does indeed keep unusual company." Glorfindel smiled "Then..." he started walking and motioning with his hand for them to follow him, and after the next turn, beyond a beautifully carved archway, there it was, the home of Lord Elrond, the Last Homely House East of the Sea "...welcome to Rivendell." he said with pride.

"Holy sh- smokes."

* * *

><p>They walked along a narrow causeway and arrived at a small area near a cliff, a beautiful statue of an elven soldier stood watch over those that came and went along this path. At its end, before a grand stairway stood two elven guards, when they saw the company their grip on their spears and shields tightened, especially when they noticed the giant, however the sight of Aragorn and Glorfindel relaxed them.<p>

Just before they reached the stairs, a young elf in dark blue robes came flowing down the stairs "Mae govannen, friends! Welcome to Rivendell!" the smile and cheer on his face vanished the moment he saw Sophia.

"Peace, Lindir. I come with friends and allies." said Glorfindel raising his hand in greeting.

Lindir returned the greeting "Allies indeed, my lord." the elf said "Lord Elrond has been expecting you, come, you must be tired and famished." he motioned with his hand and they followed him up the stairs which opened up to a grand courtyard with beautiful gardens and ancient buildings of wondrous construction, all decorated in a highly tasteful manner. Statues and paintings adorned the walls, large open windows and long silken curtains, numerous book cases. A place of beauty and learning.

The square was busy and teeming with elves conducting their duties and chores. Men, women, children, all smiling, talking and behaving in a highly regal manner. Slowly they all noticed the new arrivals. First through the archway was Glorfindel, some bowed in respect, some offered greetings. Then came Aragorn, their expressions of joy, that of seeing a dear brother who has been gone for far too long. Aragorn instantly recognized a few of them, he waved and smiled. Rivendell after all being the place he grew up in, this was his home. Then came the hobbits, Pippin, Merry and Sam with Bill. They all stared with their mouths open and eyes wide, pointing things out to one another. The elves whispered to one another and smiled, they all knew of hobbits, of their kind and peaceful ways, a simple folk that all elves cherished dearly. That was the moment when Sophia appeared under the arch, long strides, the silence that was her reception made her armored boots echo on the stone steps under her feet. At that point every pair of eyes, dozens of pairs were on Sophia. No one moved. No one spoke a single word.

Then out of the crowd of elves appeared the oldest looking elf, his gaze was deep and full of wisdom, he wore a beautiful robe and an intricately decorated but simple crown on his head. At his side stood a man, an old man, probably human, long grey hair and beard, grey robes and a wooden staff in his hands, he was smiling dearly at the hobbits. Next to him was none other than Arwen with a small smile on her face and on the other side of the wise elf, stood two young elves, both with bows and in armor, twins apparently.

Sophia could hear Merry whisper to his friends "Look, it's Gandalf!"

Everyone looked to this elf, waiting for him to speak, he then simply smiled.

"You would all be happy to hear that Mr. Baggins..." he then looked especially to the hobbits "...is going to make a full recovery." he then looked to Aragorn and spoke in elvish with his right hand over his heart.

Aragorn replied and bowed his head in respect. Arwen's cheeks turned slightly redder, Sophia smiled under her helmet.

Lord Elrond then looked at the giant.

"Greetings, I am Lord Elrond. Welcome to Rivendell, warrior." he then nodded to Lindir and turned and vanished in the crowd.

Lindir came with several elves in tow "Please, follow us." and with that he lead them to another section of Rivendell, there, the company's packs were taken from them "Your belongings will be taken to your rooms and..." he then nodded to an elf who untied Bill "...your pony will be taken to the stables."

"Could we see Mr. Frodo?" Sam asked.

Lindir smiled "Of course, however young Frodo needs his rest for now. Lord Elrond asks that you all join him this evening for supper. His guests will start arriving the day after tomorrow, I am sure there will be much to talk about." he emphasized the last part by glancing at the strange and massive warrior. "Young master hobbits, I am sure you would all like a nice hot bath." The hobbits eagerly nodded and followed a lovely young elf maiden as she lead them away.

He then turned to the Ranger and the warrior "Gentlemen. Follow me, please."

Aragorn and Sophia just looked at one another, Aragorn smiled, he was sure Sophia was doing the same thing under her helmet.


	11. Chapter 11

"Ah, here we are. There are two separate baths here, you may disrobe in there, I do believe that the water has already been heated for your comfort." said Lindir smiling "But Aragorn is already familiar with them." he then turned around to face them to notice the slight blush on Aragorn's face, he was confused "Is everything all right, Dunadan?"

Aragorn opened his mouth to speak but the warrior beat him to it "Well..."

"Oh! My word!" Lindir felt slightly embarrassed "Forgive me." he then disappeared behind a few curtains only to reappear with two elf maidens at his side "They will tend to your needs, my lady." he tried to smile to the person who was identified by her voice as a woman, but her size and armor made that impossible.

"My what? Oh! That's all right, I'm fine."

"But surely you would enjoy a warm bath, and heavy armor like that, I would imagine could prove to be difficult to manage by oneself." Lindir went on, the two elf girls smiled politely.

"Oh, it's not that, I would love a bath right now..."

"However?"

"I can't remove my armor."

"I assure you, my lady, you won't be bothered then, if you wish to tend to your armor by yourself then-"

"No, what I mean is that it's not that I don't want to remove it, it's that I physically can't. It's locked onto my combat skin."

"I beg your pardon?" Said Lindir, the two elven girls behind Lindir looked at the warrior with wide-eyes filled with worry and sympathy.

"This." and the warrior pointed to the green and black amazing thick fabric that covered the entirety of her body, the plates were on top of that.

Aragorn's brows furrowed "You never spoke of this before."

"I'm sorry, Aragorn. The armor that I wear, it's very special, special to all who wear it. It's like the clothes you wear, to me, it's like a second skin, I feel naked without it."

Both man and elf slightly blushed at the word, the maidens were practically red as apples. Highly modest society, Sophia mentally noted.

"Why would anyone make such armor?" Lindir asked.

"It was made this way to protect me and the armor itself" she said while moving her arms about, flexing her arms slightly, rotating her shoulders, she looked at her hands before clenching them into fists "Its design is highly intricate and complex, its secrets are guarded and very few know them, a single set of armor such as this is worth more than half an army." the warrior explained, Aragorn's and Lindir's expressions were very serious "Rela- be at ease gentlemen, my armor doesn't only protect me, it can heal me and even keep me clean." Their eyes widened.

"I have never heard of such enchantments on armor before." said Lindir.

"Neither have I." said Aragorn.

The warrior just chuckled "It's not an enchantment. It's... it's just how they are made. Which would be a bit hard for me to explain, but if you want to hear it?"

"I do believe it would be wisest if you didn't repeat yourself countless times, as I'm sure many besides Aragorn and myself, like Lord Elrond and other elves would like to hear it."

"I know the hobbits would." smiled Aragorn, the maidens giggled.

After thinking about it for a moment, the warrior nodded her agreement.

"It is settled then." said the Ranger "We will talk at dinner." with that he nodded and headed for the baths.

Lindir then smiled, the two lovely elven maidens at his side did the same.

The warrior then turned her head toward the two girls "May I ask, what are your names?"

After a moment the taller, raven haired one spoke softly and hesitantly "I am called Nimrodel, my lady." and she bowed her head "This is my younger sister, Nimuwe." the shy one with dark brown hair bowed her head as well.

"They are my wondrous daughters, my lady." Lindir said with clear pride in his voice, he looked lovingly at his two daughters, the girls beamed with joy at the compliment.

"Would it be all right if I wandered around for a while before dinner? I would very much like to explore this place." said Sophia as she looked from here to there.

"But of course, my lady. Would you like an escort?"

The warrior just turned directly towards Lindir and cocked her head to the side. Lindir smiled "My apologies, my lady." he then nodded and left with his daughters.

As Sophia watched them go she lightly chuckled to herself before walking off. She exited the building and decided to venture around Rivendell's perimeter, check for weaknesses, unguarded areas or areas of easy access to outsiders.

"Guess I'll start with the gardens." she said to no one in particular as she walked over a stone causeway to a separate part of Rivendell, separated by an entire river apparently. A beautiful building in the shape of a quarter circle, it had its own tower. There were a few lights in the windows now, the Sun started to slowly fade behind the tall mountains, sunset was close. Every cobbled road was filled with small stone benches and crafted lamp posts, the glass in the shape of flowers and leaves. Everywhere she went, the elves gave her a slight berth and court bows, she tried to be polite and returned the gesture, it went a long way with politeness nuts like the elves.

By nightfall Sophia managed to circle the entirety of Imladris, as the elves called it, she found no weak spots. Whoever built this place found a perfect balance between homely and fortress. That of course if you didn't have some of the weapons Sophia's people possessed.

* * *

><p>Elrond looked on from his window with curiosity. "Interesting." he noted.<p>

"She is looking for weaknesses and avenues of escape during an attack." noted Glorfindel.

"We should include such tactics in basic combat training for young elves." said Lord Elrond as he moved to his desk.

"I agree, we could learn much from her knowledge and her people's ways. Not just combat, imagine, old friend, a people such as hers, their philosophy, art. If they can create such powerful soldiers for war, imagine what they can create in peace."

* * *

><p>Along her way she crossed paths with Merry and Pippin, unsurprisingly, both were in the process of eating. They informed her that Sam was at Frodo's side, went straight there after their baths. Admittedly they did too, but their legendary hunger got the better of them, someone called Gandalf especially insisted they leave when Pippin's stomach was starting to become too loud. Sophia laughed happily with the two hobbits as they sat in the grass, Merry and Pippin leaning back against a tall tree, while Sophia left a small indentation in the ground.<p>

"So he says to me 'I'm getting one!', I tell you, Sophia. Pippin is a drunkard!"

"I am not!" the other hobbit declared defiantly.

"You two sure have a lot of stories that end with ales, though. Might be a pattern." Sophia chuckled under her helmet "Which reminds me, I saw an old hobbit in the gardens today. Do you know who he is?"

"Aye, that's Bilbo, Frodo's cousin."

"Cousin?"

"Aye. Don't get me started on the Baggins family tree or we'll be sitting here until elves grow old."

They all laughed, when Merry's eyes went to an approaching figure behind Sophia. It was Lindir.

He bowed respectfully "Good evening, my lady, master hobbits, Lord Elrond has requested your presence in the main dining hall."

"Lead the way." said Sophia as they all got up.

As they approached they could hear soft music being played, even from a distance the light that was coming from the hall could be seen, like a shining beacon calling them home.

When they reached the doors, Sophia could hear hushed chatter inside, two guards opened the doors, revealing a grand hall with a large oval table in the middle. It was set for dinner, candles, plates and cutlery. Fine wooden chairs, 14 in number, one at each end and six on each side.

The moment they entered the chatter stopped. Those already present were apparently waiting for their arrival. Sam looked up from his plate and waved at his friends, he could barely contain his joy. The hobbits were quick to join their friend, they were the only ones sitting and enjoying some fruit, not feeling any need to act in any regal manner and no one blamed them for it, their carefree attitude eased a lot of ruffled feathers and strange tension in the room between those present.

Lord Elrond stood to one side with Glorfindel, another dark haired elf and the old, grey haired man. Aragorn was talking to the young elven twins, all three smiling. And then there was Arwen politely conversing with two... Sophia wanted to say hobbits, but she wasn't sure, they were taller than hobbits but much shorter than humans, big too, huge beards, one's was snow white, the younger one's brownish red. Sophia could see the resemblance. However she didn't need to know who they were to feel the tension and slight distrust between them and the elves, in fact, the only people they seemed to appreciate in the room besides themselves were the three hobbits who were talking animatedly, enjoying each other's company.

She was brought out of her train of thought when she heard Sam's voice "Oy, come, join us!" that was when all those gathered noticed the giant standing in the doorway. The elves were somewhat accustomed to her, the two newcomers not so much.

"Just what in blazes are you supposed to be? Some kind of grand elvish warrior?" said the younger one.

"Easy, laddie." spoke the older one as he placed a firm hand on the younger one's shoulder.

That was when Lord Elrond stepped forward "Peace, Gimli son of Gloin, she is a friend."

"She?!" said both of them in surprise, even a few of the elves looked slightly surprised at the revelation. "Come, sit with us. There is much to discuss." He then nodded to an elf who stood at a side door, he bowed and left.

As the giant finally moved again from the doorway, she could hear wood slightly crack under her weight, but surprisingly, it didn't give way. Everyone looked at her.

"Sorry, I'm a bit heavy in armor."

Her lovely voice slightly calmed the two short individuals "Then why not take it off? It would be most unpleasant for you to fall through the floor during dinner." said the older one in good humor.

Then the side doors opened and elves started coming in with trays of wonderfully smelling dishes, Sophia heard a whispered "Oh my..." coming from Pippin. Elrond and his gathered guests took their seats, he sat at the head of the table, at his left sat the dark haired elf, next to him sat Glorfindel, then the elven twins, then Arwen and Sam, on his right side sat the old man, Aragorn, the two strange and short men, then Merry and Pippin. The seat at the other end of the table was apparently for her.

"Uhm, I don't think that's going to hold me." she said.

Then Elrond nodded to Lindir and he quickly vanished "He will bring you something far stronger."

"Thank you, Lord Elrond." Sophia said while taking a small bow, When in Rome... she thought to herself.

"Please forgive my rudeness." the old man suddenly spoke up then turned directly towards the warrior "I have been so worried about Frodo that I even forgot the most basic of courtesies, to introduce myself, my lady." he then rose to his full height "I..." he began with a serious tone "...am Gandalf the Grey." and finished with a slightly mischievous and mysterious smile. "I was the one who asked the hobbits and my friend, Strider here, to undertake this perilous journey. Were it not for your charity, I fear the worst might have befallen my dear friends. I am forever in your debt, my lady." he then bowed his head slowly "I must say, I have inquired as to your nature, but present company have been surprisingly unforthcoming. I believe you have gained their respect and trust, for they did not even tell me your name, leading me to believe that even that, is very important to you." he then stepped away from his seat and slowly paced around the table towards the warrior, with his hands clasped behind his back "However, I am afraid the time has come for answers. Lord Elrond has shown you great leeway as to allow you into his home and know nothing of you beyond your name."

"I agree." said Glorfindel from his seat "Elves are curious by nature." he then smiled.

"And so are the dwarves!" spoke up the younger... dwarf. Finally, a name for their race, the warrior thought. But the dwarf's statement wasn't as much as a statement about them, more like a challenge, something akin to competition with the elves.

"Forgive him." spoke the older dwarf laughing "He is a passionate one, got it from his mother he did." he then stood up "I am Gloin, son of Groin. This young laddie is my son, Gimli."

"I am Lord Erestor, advisor to Lord Elrond." spoke the dark haired elf as he rose to his feet.

"These are my sons, Elladan and Elrohir." spoke Elrond, the two young elves stood, smiled and bowed their heads "I believe you have already met my daughter, Arwen." she also bowed her head. Elves were very respectful of others.

"I think it would be appropriate if you introduced yourself as well, warrior." spoke Gandalf as he folded his arms across his chest, looking on expectantly.

Strider smiled as the three hobbits sat and whispered silently to one another, then all three looked at the warrior with big smiles on their faces, the Ranger apparently heard what they have said. She knew what they were waiting for.

Sophia slowly raised her hands to her helmet, grabbed it, a slight twist to the right, a small hiss of air and she raised it off her head. The elves kept their composure a little better than the dwarves, humans and hobbits, she was beautiful, stunning to them, even to the dwarves, they didn't mind the lack of facial hair one bit, but what really had them confused was how such a lovely young girl could become a warrior, such a tall and powerful warrior.

Elrond, one of the oldest and most wisest of all elves was curious more than anything about who she was, what she was, where she came from, so was Glorfindel, Erestor and Gandalf. Elladan and Elrohir still being young and unwed were very surprised to find such a lovely, albeit human girl under all that armor. However, her size, more than anything else had them at a loss for words, they all knew that men, human or elven could grow tall, sometimes very tall, and very few might have even reached her in height, but for a woman to grow so tall, completely unheard of.

She wasn't really used to an audience "Hello." she said as she placed her helmet under her left arm and straightened out her posture "I am Staff Sergeant Sophia Flowers of the UNSC's Spartan branch."

The expressions of confusion that followed were quickly replaced by the spark of curiosity in the eyes of all gathered.

"What's a UNSC?" Pippin asked.

"Spartan?" asked Merry.

"The letters on your helmet." said Strider in realization and everyone glanced to it.

"Indeed." she then turned to Pip "The UNSC is the name of... the military arm of my kingdom, except it's not a kingdom, it's a... ruling body, and Spartan? That's what I am, a Spartan."

"What is a Spartan?" asked Glorfindel.

"There's an ancient legend that tells the story of a great kingdom, called Sparta. For all accounts and purposes, Sparta was a small kingdom, content and happy people, they didn't have conquest or domination on their minds, even though, they had the best soldiers in all the realms. Trained from childhood, to feel no pain, fear no enemy and if need be, give their lives for their kingdom. During a point in their history, east of their lands, a great king, Xerxes decided that he wanted to rule Sparta and all the lands and neighboring kingdoms, they all fell to his mighty and numerous army one by one, but Sparta resisted. Leonidas, the king of Sparta was informed that Xerxes and his army was drawing close, but the Spartan army was far away, they could not reach their home in time to defend it, all it had were 300 warriors, royal guards of the king. So the king, asked his royal guard to ride out with him against the enemy, to trap them in a small mountain pass, where their great numbers didn't matter. And so they did, they knew well that only death waited for them, but if they could stay the invasion a few days then that would buy the armies of Sparta enough time to prepare. For three long days, Leonidas and his royal guard made the armies of Xerxes suffer, by the third day the Spartans were fighting on top of mountains of the bodies of their enemies, but, sooner or later, one by one, they started falling, the enemy was great and unrelenting. In the end, they would have held the passage if they would not have been betrayed by one of their own. Regardless, Leonidas kept his promise, and when he and his last royal guard fell, Xerxes, overconfident in his victory poured his armies through the passage to Sparta, hundreds of thousands of soldiers. However, Xerxes forgot that only 300 Spartans in only three days have slaughtered tens of thousands of his soldiers. Now, he faced over 16.000 Spartans. I along with my brothers and sisters are named in their memory and honor."

"An amazing legend, my lady. Your people chose your name well it would seem." said Elrond's daugher, her brothers nodded in agreement.

"That only leaves the question. Why are you the way you are?" asked Gandalf.

"Spartans are... special. We are different, not completely human, not anymore. We we trained to be the best, yes, but we were also altered, changed."

"Changed in what manner, my lady? asked Elladan.

Sophia bit her lip "I don't think you're going to like the answer." she said, hoping they'd leave it be.

"What could be so horrid?" asked Elrohir.

Aragorn was very curious, being the only one besides the hobbits who has seen her fight, how she dealt with the Nazgul, it was amazing, and to now learn how she was able to do all those things. "We are sure, Sophia, please."

"I... honestly don't remember half of the things our scien- scholars and healers did to me, my bones, they were given a material which my bones absorbed, making them almost indestructible-"

"Pardon?" Gandalf said wide-eyed.

Sophia just laughed "You could drop a boulder on my arm and it would not break."

"Fascinating." spoke Erestor.

"My muscles were coated with a special element that made them incredibly strong and resistant to fatigue. That's why I'm so tall."

"They can actually make you taller?" asked an envious Merry.

Gandalf and Aragorn laughed "Hobbits..."

"What else did they change in you?" asked the ever perceptive Lord Elrond.

"Well, they placed special objects inside my eyes that make them incredibly good-

"Inside your eyes?" Pippin looked a bit green.

Sophia winked at him "It also allows me to see in the dark. They weaved a special fabric into my heart that allows it to pump enough blood fast enough through my body to keep me alive and work hard enough that can help me sprint for days without the need to rest."

"Then it is no surprise that you wished to accompany me and Frodo." said Arwen.

"I haven't competed against a horse yet, maybe one day."

"Is this the reason why you don't need to eat that much?" asked Sam as he stuffed himself.

"Yes, Sam. My stomach was also changed so that my body uses up the food that I eat much more efficiently so I don't have to eat, only maybe once every 4-5 days, and a dozen other changes to my organs to help me be the best warrior that I can be."

"Incredible." said Sam.

For the first time, Lindir let himself be heard. He was too curious to pass this opportunity up "And your armor?

Sophia grinned "My strength, speed, resistance, agility, all my senses, they are greatly increased by my armor. The metal it's made out of is incredibly strong and light."

"What makes it so special?" asked Gimli, son of Gloin a bit jealous.

"It is powered by the same thing that gives the stars, the Sun their power."

And the tea spewed gloriously out of Gloin's mouth "By Thorin's beard!"

"And how many of you are there?" asked Glorfindel.

Sophia only smiled "300."

Gimli's eyes bulged "Aye! 300 of such fine and mighty warriors! We could shake mountains!" Gimli yelled in pure joy of the thought of such powerful warriors at his side in glorious battle against the evils of this world.

"However, the most pertinent question remains yet to be answered. Why did your people change you and so many others?" asked the Lord of Rivendell.

"Same as ever." she said with pure hatred in her voice, and then in unison with Aragorn "War."

"What kind of war... would have the need for such powerful warriors?" Arwen asked in shock, Elrohir placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.

After a moment of silence and weighing the benefits and losses of what she could reveal... "It doesn't really matter what I tell them, they probably won't understand 90% of what I say, even if I use terms they DO understand, and besides, this information will never leave this world... neither will I by the looks of it..." Sophia let out a deep and long sigh, those present could feel the sadness within it.

"First of all, you need to understand one very important detail: I am... not from around here, around these lands. From Middle-earth as you call it. Strider asked me if I was from beyond the Great Wastes or the Red Mountains." they all looked on with curiosity, eager to hear more. A stranger from beyond those lands? It didn't seem possible. "The answer is no, I'm not from those places, or beyond them either. I-" then she took a deep breath through her nose and bowed her head, releasing a long sigh "My people travel in the great dark beyond you call the Void, we sail in it like you would on oceans."

"WHAT? You lie!" shouted Gimli "That is not possible!"

"We learned how to do it, figured it out, it was difficult in the first century of our ventures into the Void, but my people are a persistent one, our curiosity is endless. We always want to... need to know what's beyond that next star, what we'll find there, we don't know how to stop our thirst for knowledge. It's insatiable." Sophia only smiled "The history of my people is mired with war, it is in our blood, it has become an instinct, innate in our nature. For as long as our history has been recorded and two people have lived on our homeworld, the world we appeared on as a species, we have been at each other's throats. Throughout the centuries we have reigned unspeakable evils upon one another for reasons no greater than greed or a hunger for conquest, or simply because one group of people didn't believe in the same god as yours did." Sophia chuckled "Roughly five centuries ago, my people discovered the greatest power in the Void, the same power that bonds all life, fuels the stars themselves."

And for a second time that evening Gloin had trouble keeping liquid down.

"Our home, it became too crowded, so we expanded, ventured out into the Void on great ships to find new homes, but our innate nature always seemed to find its way back to us and bring war and chaos down on our heads. After two long centuries of exploring our small corner of the Void we finally woke up and realized that peace is the only way our species will ever truly flourish and for three centuries we did just that, we grew as a people, as a civilization and as a... kingdom. At its height, our people were spread out across over 800 worlds-"

Gandalf choked on his pipe weed while Gloin spit up his drink... again. The elves were slightly disturbed, not even Melcor himself was this ambitious, the poor hobbits could barely process the information.

"With over 39 billion citizens."

Gloin had already put his drink down, he learned from his mistake of not drinking when this young lady spoke.

"Is that a lot?" Pippin asked.

"Then the war came, 800 reduced to less than 200, 39 billion reduced to 16 billion."

Aragorn went completely pale and he sunk in his seat, rubbing his face, the elves weren't fairing much better, sensitive to life and death more than any other race in Middle-earth.

"How, how could your people do this to themselves?" asked a tear filled Arwen, Elrohir placed a comforting arm around his sister's shoulder, but she was irreconcilable. They all now looked at Sophia with deep betrayal in their eyes.

Sophia only chuckled, everyone stared at her as if she lost her mind, but it wasn't a chuckle of joy.

"We didn't do that to ourselves. _They _did."

At that moment everyone visibly relaxed, but if they didn't... then... what unspeakable evil could decimate such a powerful kingdom?

"What was this foul evil?" asked Glorfindel.

The next words she spoke with such poison that the elves felt a chill run down their spine.

"The Covenant. A group of different species allied together, bent on the complete annihilation of my people."

"But for what reason? What reason would demand such evil and madness?" spoke the younger Dwarf.

"Because in their eyes we were an affront to their gods that demanded our destruction, down to the very last child. Of course, it was all a lie, the species that lead the Covenant against us, the Prophets, they discovered that the gods they worshiped, the Forerunners who were thousands and thousands of years ago the guardians of life in the Void, saw the potential in my people to be the next guardians of life, its protectors, the one to take up this... Mantle of responsibility."

"Then wouldn't have it made sense for them to try to be your friends?" Pippin asked innocently.

"No, my dear Pippin, you see, the Prophets loved one thing above their sacred gods, and that was power and keeping that power. If it was discovered that their gods favored us over them, then they would have lost their power. So..."

"To keep it a secret they decided to completely slaughter your people." as the words left Elrond's mouth, the sheer scope of this genocide left all present deeply disturbed, so many emotions at the same time, confusion and disbelief that such evil could exist, anger and hatred for this Covenant, sadness and sympathy for Sophia's people. They all felt like they could scream at the top of their lungs.

"23 billion... billion! By all the stars the heavens grace us with and all the horrors of the past." spoke Glorfindel "This is too much... too painful... how did your people even survive such utter madness?"

"Luck, we simply got lucky, they completely outnumbered us, far more worlds, far more soldiers and ships, superior to us in every way. It was only a stroke of luck and the prowess of a very special Spartan that saved us all in the end, and the fact that when the most powerful and honor bound species of the Covenant found out the truth and the Prophet's lies, they fractured the Covenant, turning their conflict into a civil war. More importantly, the enemy, us, those that they have hated and mercilessly slaughtered for 27 years, just like that, they joined with us. Most of my people were outraged at the prospect, I'll admit, so was I, I hated them, still hate them to some extent to this very day. But I'd gladly join with my enemy if it meant the survival of my people. I'm neither prideful nor stupid."

Glorfindel was the first one to find his composure "I, I don't understand, my lady, if you were fighting in this war, then why did you come to our world? I don't believe for a moment that you would have abandoned your people in their hour of need."

"I didn't, Glorfindel, but that war ended 4 years ago. I was fighting the remnants of the Covenant when all this happened. I don't know how I got here and it wasn't by choice, believe me. I crashed in a tall mountain range north of here, just where it meets the sea, it was still winter so I decided to travel south for warmth and to find food." she then raised her hand to her right upper arm plate and pulled out a small circular device that she placed on the table "How I got here, is another story completely."

"Your people, you spoke of how they learned to sail among the stars and explored much of it, then how come they never found our world?" said Aragorn.

"The Void is vast, Strider, almost infinite. Although, some of the constellations in the night sky are strangely familiar."

Then it dawned on the old man "You think this world could be hidden." said Gandalf.

"Precisely." and with that she tapped something on the small black object and something appeared on the far wall, it was large enough and completely white. Everyone in the room was shocked into silence, all they could do was stare in wonder at what they were seeing. Then suddenly, a painting appeared on the wall.

"What magic is this?" asked Aragorn with slight suspicion.

"It's no magic. It's a... recording, it's... like a memory that I can show others, you can even hear it."

"Your people are indeed great to possess such wondrous things." said Gandalf, he then pointed to the 'painting' "What is that?" What Gandalf was referring to was the blue outline of an eagle with its wings spread high above its head, across its chest were the same four letters they all saw on Sophia's helm, U N S C, under the eagle was a circle, a dark circle, Elrond was the only one who made the deduction, it was a world. Across it was a ribbon and written on it in the common tongue it read UNITED NATIONS SPACE COMMAND. Then the painting vanished.

"That is the crest of my... kingdom's military, exploratory and scholarly branch. What you are about to see are... my memories, my experiences what I... pass into memory with... special eyes and ears inside my helmet." she didn't want to complicate things like explaining what a helmet cam was, this sounded simpler.

"Amazing..." was all Aragorn said.

"Indeed." nodded Gandalf "I must say, I am far more curious and far less shocked than I thought I would be. Strange, is it not?" he said.

"I concur, Mithrandir." said Lord Elrond, all the elves nodded. All of them slightly familiar with the concept, thanks to the Mirror of Galadriel.

Sophia then changed the painting, now instead of the crest it now had a list on it, each with numbers and letters. The top one suddenly changed to a brighter blue color, then it changed back only for the one underneath it to take on the same brighter blue and so it went until the last one took on the brighter hue of blue. It then suddenly flashed green three times and a painting appeared of a massive hall. The angle of it was a bit strange, like someone was looking at a room while their head was on a table. The hall was mostly white and silver in color, it consisted of several levels, dozens if not hundreds of people on each one and, and they were moving! The painting was moving!

"I have to warn you, this... painting... it's not a painting, it's a memory."

Then suddenly, a very tall person, a woman appeared from the right, dressed in VERY strange clothing, it completely stuck to her body, leaving little for the imagination, some of the older elves even turned away slightly, she then faced towards the viewer and approached it, it.. it was Sophia! She leaned towards the viewer, as if inspecting it, she then suddenly spoke _"Nice job, Mike. Thanks for finally replacing my visor, that hairline fracture was getting on my nerves. I put in for a new visor weeks ago, weeks! Leave it to Del Rio's lapdogs to screw up a simple supply_ _request."_

Then a man, much shorter than Sophia appeared next to her, dressed completely in white, he was holding a piece of glass with writing on it _"Yeah, can't wait for the day when that old glory hound retires, I'd much rather have Lasky run this boat."_

_"Fuckin' OOH-RAH, Mike, fuckin' OOH-RAH."_

The man just laughed _"Once a Marine, always a Marine, huh?"_

_"You know me so well." _Sophia laughed then suddenly the lighting of this giant hall went from white to red, Pippin even jumped in his seat, everyone else just looked on, fascinated. Then there was a loud male voice that echoed throughout the entire hall.

_"This is Commander Lasky! All hands, prep for combat! ETA, five minutes!" _the voice then vanished only for a woman to follow him _"All Spartans, suit up, I want Castle, Ivy and Kodiak to prep heavy gear and meet me in Bay 05, Pelicans are waiting, ladies! MOVE IT!"_

Pippin piped in "Who- who was that?"

"That was Commander Palmer, she's the commanding officer of all Spartans aboard our ship."

"What is your ship named?" asked Elladan.

"The UNSC Infinity." she said with pride. The largest and most powerful ship in our Navy."

The tone of her voice wasn't lost on anyone.

Their attention was brought back to Sophia's 'memory' when she started shouting at the man named Mike.

_"Okay, Mike. It's party time! Suit me up!" _Sophia then stood on a small metal platform that slowly rose out of the floor, a large white, metal ring rose out also and moved around her, suddenly the entire floor started moving and white, metal arms started slowly rising out, moving around Sophia with green, was that? Yes! That was her armor!

She placed her hands inside her gauntlets that consisted of several pieces that wrapped around her forearm like the petals of a flower, pieces rose out of the floor that attached themselves to her feet, shins, knees and thighs, a few smaller ones to her biceps then more to her stomach and back. Then came the very, VERY interesting moment when the ring lifted her off the ground as two large pieces of armor rose as well, one in the front and one in the back, coming together on her torso and locking together, then the ring straightened out vertically and released her. She. Was. Huge! Ready to take on Sauron himself and win! She then walked towards the painting, actually grabbed it _"Here we go again." _she said, then moved it about until you could see her feet and the floor, suddenly her arms weren't holding whatever they held anymore, now it looked like she was actually looking at her own hands, from her own eyes! Now they understood what she meant by special eyes and ears inside her helmet.

She then started running towards a massive metal door that opened, slid to a side as she and fellow massive soldiers like her approached it, they entered a room what seemed to be filled with weapons, the kind she had with her. Strange looking weapons, large ones, small ones. Her fellow soldiers really liked them because each took at least 3 or 4. She herself took 3, one, Aragorn recognized as the one she used in Bree and on Weathertop, then she took a long and thin one and finally a very, very strange looking object of exotic design, while other weapons were either dull grey or black and blocky in appearance, this was sleek, silver and a few purple jewels. She grabbed a few green boxes and a few green orbs before following her fellow soldiers to what seemed a very, very small room. The doors closed and they all just stood there, doing nothing, then when the doors opened again, elf, hobbit, dwarf and human alike were shocked to see that it wasn't the great hall they saw earlier, it was a massive chamber that opened up... directly into the Void!

"By the Valar..." Lord Elrond whispered "It is... beautiful. All the stars in all the heavens. And your people journey across them as if one would journey from one village to the next on horseback..."

"Do you want me to stop it?"

The answer was a resounding NO! Even the usually passive looking elves were animated by what they were seeing.

"All right." then the images started moving again.

When the warriors walked out into this chamber, they saw an already gathered group of just such warriors standing around their leader who was standing on some sort of box.

_"Ivy, glad you ladies could join us." _There was laughter in the background. _"Stowe it, Spartans! All right, listen up. A group of Brute Loyalists decided they couldn't sit on their hairy asses for too long without a fight, so they decided to fuck WITH US! Motherfuckers appeared over Nova Liberta 14 hours ago, they destroyed the Paris heavy in orbit before wiping out the Marine garrison, 12.000 strong, gone in a FUCKING FLASH!" _she took a moment to calm down _"These, these roaches then proceeded and slaughtered the civilian population, they destroyed all 4 cities, Anders, Jericho, New Leon-"_ there was a heartbroken _"No!" _that came from one of the female Spartans _"and New Paks. As of 0800 this morning, the death toll is over 2 and a half million."_

A male Spartan also voiced his anger _"I'LL KILL 'EM ALL!"_

_"Easy, Levy. Now, here comes to good news." _and the woman suddenly grew a very menacing smile _"We don't have anyone alive left down there, but we have been ordered to retrieve whatever information we can. Order came down from CENTCOM. Take. No. Prisoners. We kill 'em all. Del Rio has authorized full assault, shock and awe, everything we got and then some. No MAC or Nuke strikes, this is OUR world after all. Time to clean house! Mount up!"_

They didn't need to understand the meaning of those words to know that they were very heavy curse words. The numbers alone made their minds reel and hearts ache, so many dead in so little time, massacred senselessly. Young or old, man or woman, it didn't matter to these faceless monsters.

Sophia then looked down and started looking over her weapon before running up to what could only be described as a giant metal bird, it was empty inside, she and her fellow soldiers filled up the room inside quickly. There was a jolt and a voice _"Here we go! Hold on, boys and girls, ETA 2 minutes!"_

Sophia then looked out what could only be called a small window. When they saw that this giant object rose from the floor of the chambers and FLEW out of it, revealing an enormous steel construction in the middle of the Void, it was the stuff of nightmares and the incredible, a ship, an actual ship, built by human hands, the mind could only wonder what wondrous knowledge made it even a possibility, let alone fill it with all the wonders it carries across the stars. Sophia then looked left, and they all saw a massive blue, greenish orb with massive white streaks across it, this object that they were inside was moving directly towards it. As it got closer and closer, it became shockingly clear to all those present, that those white streaks were clouds and the blue patches were in fact lakes and oceans.

"I see it but I do not believe it." Uttered Aragorn in complete awe. Then the giant metal bird they were inside started shaking violently, throwing those inside from wall to wall, the voice from before said _"Hang on! We got HEAVY enemy triple A incoming! Hang-" _and the painting turned completely black. No movement, no sound.

"And that's the last thing I remember, that is, before I woke up on the side of a mountain. On your world." she then picked up the object from the table and placed back into its compartment "The... thing you saw just now, it's called a Pelican troop transport, or dropship, it acts very much like a... longboat on a ship, meant to ferry people and supplies from the shore to the ship and backwards. I have no idea what happened to it, or those inside, but I found no trace, and I spent 2 months scouring that mountain side. All I found were a few weapons, most of them useless and some food."

After a few moment of deafening silence, leave it up to the hobbits to set things right.

"Uhm, could we see that once more?" asked Pippin, everyone laughed.

"I'll show you some others later." Pippin's grin went from ear to ear. Sophia just shook her head.

Sam looked at the table with a regretful expression "Everything's gone cold."

Gandalf laughed merrily "My dear hobbit."

Sophia noticed that Elladan and Elrohir kept glancing at her way, unsure of what to say.

"If you wish to ask me something, just do so. I won't bite." laughed the warrior as she took a drink of water, apparently Lindir did find a seat that didn't give way under her massive weight. She was ever so grateful.

"My brother and I..."

"We were wondering..."

"Would you care to join us on the training field tomorrow morning?"

"Or maybe even see one of the weapons you still carry with you?"

Elrond spoke to them in elvish, it sounded like a warning, Aragorn just laughed.

"Oh, you mean this?" and Sophia pulled a strange object from behind her back, sleek and silver.

"What is that?" asked Merry, his question prompted the attention of all present.

"Is that a shiny rock you throw at your enemies?" mocked Gimli.

"No." and with a shake the shiny rock turned into a vibrating blue blade. They were transfixed by its beauty "Amazing, isn't it? This is the weapon of our enemy, well, former enemy, this was a gift actually after I saved the life of one." and with another shake the blade vanished, only the hilt remained.

The elven twins were practically jumping at the bits to try it out, although all they did was smile at one another frequently.

"Tomorrow, I fear will be a more than eventful day..." remarked Elrond.


	12. Chapter 12

"I see Frodo is awake." said the tall warrior with hands clasped behind her back.

Gandalf smiled "Indeed he is. How did you know it was me?" asked the old man as he stood next to Sophia who was admiring the valley of Imladris from a balcony.

"By the sound of your steps, your breathing..." she smiled as she turned toward Gandalf "...and your scent."

"Goodness gracious, my scent?" asked Gandalf with brows furrowed in mock concern. She just nodded towards the pipe in his hand "Oh!" he said, then he pointed at it with his free hand "You don't mind, do you? An old man must have his vices."

She laughed merrily "Not at all, Gandalf. Although, you do realize that it's not good for your health, right?"

The fake surprise on his face said it all.

They looked on as Frodo and Sam met up with Pippin and Merry, all laughing and jumping with joy. They were all very glad to see Frodo mend so fast.

Sophia looked on and without realizing she was grinning from ear to ear, her eyes twinkled.

Gandalf smiled at her profile "Would you care to join them?"

"No, this moment is their's. Let them enjoy it without being constantly reminded of what happened. There will be plenty of that later on."

Gandalf's smile vanished "How do you-"

"It's simple, Gandalf" she then lowered her voice so only he could hear her "If this... One Ring is as powerful as Aragorn claimed it is... then it cannot stay here. Everyone and everything will be drawn to it. And I honestly don't think that Elrond's forces can repel all of them, I don't think they even should be put in harm's way."

Gandalf beamed with pride "Aragorn was right, you are an astute one, very astute indeed. He spoke to me, about when you came into contact with the Ring."

She looked on with a slightly puzzled expression.

"How it did not affect you."

"Which is why you're about to ask me for my help."

Gandalf only smiled "Follow me, Lord Elrond wishes to speak with us."

She grabbed her helmet from the small stone bench and followed in the old man's footsteps. They arrived at the Main Building, the two guards opened the doors for them, Gandalf quickly turned left and hurried up a flight of stairs that opened up to a great library. When they turned a corner they saw Lord Elrond standing on a balcony. He turned and smiled "Gandalf, Staff Sergeant, welcome. I am glad you have come."

"I have to know, why did you ask for me?"

"Because I wish to find out if I, if _we_ can trust you. Everything is at stake here, every life, every life that is still to come. You are far more than just a powerful warrior, you have the power to galvanize the free peoples into action, give them the strength they need to fight back against the darkness."

"These are perilous times, Sophia." continued Gandalf "We know that we have no right to ask any more of you... but we are asking. Will you help us?"

Gandalf's and Elrond's mood turned somber.

Sophia took a deep breath, she looked between the two men "A great man once said 'No soldier should be honored for doing what is expected of them.' for this very same reason, I am not bound by duty, but by friendship and loyalty to do what is right. You can all count on me."

Lord Elrond smiled "Thank you, Staff Sergreant. Come, there are pressing concerns at hand. I am sure that we all have questions for one another."

"Why aren't the others here, then?" she asked.

"They will be all informed tomorrow at the Council." Lord Elrond replied.

Sophia then walked out on the balcony, she noticed Frodo and Sam talking down in the gardens. Lord Elrond and Gandalf joined her.

"His strength returns." remarked Elrond.

"That wound will never fully heal. He will carry it the rest of his life." replied Gandalf they then turned away from the window, Sophia glanced out and saw Frodo and Sam talking in the garden.

"And yet to have come so far still baring the Ring, the hobbit has shown extraordinary resilience to its evil." replied Lord Elrond.

"He recovered in less than three days, you must have done something right." said the Spartan.

"The dark magics of Morgul are very old and those that had dealings with them usually did not live long enough to unravel their mysteries." clarified the wise elf.

"It is a burden he should never have had to bear. We can ask no more of Frodo."

"Then what's going to happen to the Ring?"

"A valid question, warrior." replied Gandalf, looking expectantly to Lord Elrond "You know what must be done and with Sophia's help, I am confident that it can be done."

"You seem very certain of something you yourself have not yet witnessed." retorted the elf.

"Aragorn and the hobbits on the other hand have seen how powerful she is. I trust their word completely."

"That remains to be seen, Gandalf-"

"Did she not even manage to sneak up an elf, your own daughter, whom we all know is an accomplished fighter."

Elrond sighed deeply "Very well, however, my sons, Glorfindel and the dwarves have all expressed curiosity and a desire to see what she can do on the field of battle. We will oblige them."

Gandalf only smiled.

"However the time for that will come, we have more important matters to discuss. Gandalf, the enemy is moving. Sauron's forces are massing in the east, his Eye is _fixed_ on Rivendell. And Saruman, you tell me has betrayed us, our list of allies grows thin."

"Why not just launch a preemptive strike against Sauron's forces?" Gandalf and Elrond looked puzzled, the expression was foreign to them "Attack him before he can attack you."

Elrond only shook his head "It's not possible, Sauron's forces are protected by the natural borders of Mordor and we lack organization."

"That can be solved, if we let them know that working together is their best chance for victory then they will understand. Dwarves, humans, elves, hobbits. Everybody."

"You dream, warrior. The time of the elves is over, my people are leaving these shores. Who will you turn to when we've gone? The dwarves? They hide in their mountains, seeking riches, they care nothing for the troubles of others."

"I'm standing right here, you know."

"It is in men we must place our hope."

"Men? Men are weak."

"I beg your pardon?"

"You misunderstand, Spartan. Maybe where you come from, men are different. But here, the race of men is failing, their pride and dignity forgotten. It's because of men the Ring survives. I was there the day the strength of men failed, when Isildur, heir to the throne of Gondor took the Ring for himself. I led Isildur into the heart of Mount Doom, the place where it was forged, the one place where it could be destroyed. It should have ended that day, but evil was allowed to endure. There is no strength left in the world of men. They're scattered, divided, leaderless."

"There is one who could unite them." replied Gandalf.

Elrond looked pensive for a moment "He has turned from that path a long time ago."

"Men are anything but weak, sure, we have our faults, our shortcomings, but we have greatness within as well. None of you know my people, how much we have suffered, how much we sacrificed. The blood of my people stains the soil of countless lands, our achievements have ended stars and shook worlds. I know who I am and I know where I come from, I recognize the strength within me, it's the strength of a great people, we have been the runt of the litter for too long, however, we are the giants now! You see before you one person, one woman, one soldier. And for all my gifts I am nothing compared to the collective strength and knowledge of my kingdom. Maybe, one day you will see it for yourselves. Now, I would like an ounce more of enthusiasm and optimism from the two of you and tell me, what is the state of our allies and how ready are they for war."

Lord Elrond was silent for a moment, he almost looked ashamed "Very well." he then moved to a massive map on the far wall, every place, town, hill, river or mountain range was named both in elvish and in English, or the common tongue as it's called here, he then pointed to a spot on the map "Gondor is constantly harassed by Haradrim from the south and orcs coming down from Emyn Muil. Those attacks, made to look nothing but random are anything but, with Gondor constantly on the defense we lack the strong base for our armies to strike out from. Lord Denethor is sending his eldest, Boromir for the Council I have summoned." he then pointed to the west "Rohan, we hear is in total disarray. The King apparently is sicker with each passing day."

"Then why not send a few elvish healers?" Sophia asked as if that was common sense.

"The bonds of our people have been frayed by time and distance, the trust and friendship we all once shared with all men and dwarves are nothing but a shadow of their former selves now." his hand then moved north-east "We have not heard from our kin in the Woodland Realm for some time now, but King Thranduil is sending his son, Prince Legolas Greenleaf for this meeting, along with them and the dwarves we will be joined by Galdor, messenger of Cirdan from the Grey Havens, here." he then pointed to a port on the west coast. "Along with a few other dignitaries from surrounding lands and territories. This Council will decide the fate of all."

"And who is Saruman?" Sophia asked curiously, she placed her helmet on the table and turned her attention back to the giant map of the known lands.

Gandalf's tone spoke volumes of how he felt "Saruman the White, oldest and greatest wizard of my Order, he-"

"Wait, what, wizzard? Did you just say wizard?" he had her full attention. Gandalf then just waited for it to click for her "I can't believe I missed all the signs." she even chuckled a bit "Pointy hat, long beard, staff. Why am I not surprised. This world after all is filled with strange and magical things."

"Why, aren't there any elves or wizards where you come from?" asked Lord Elrond.

"None whatsoever, where I come from there are only us, humans, no elves, no dwarves, no orcs, no wizards, no dark lords."

"What a strange place." remarked Gandalf.

"Oh, you don't know the half of it." she said in good humor. "So this Saruman character, he was a wizard, _is _a wizard. What happened?"

Gandalf leaned on his staff "He felt that we could not triumph over Sauron so he joined with him."

"Seriously? That's his _only_ reason? That little coward."

"Saruman is many things, a coward he is not. His heart has grown cold and sick, his mind of conquest and destruction."

"So what can we expect from them, Sauron and Saruman, wait, where does Saruman live?"

Lord Elrond pointed to a spot on the map "Here."

"So, caught between a rock and a hard place. Saruman from the south, Sauron from the south-east. Rohan and Gondor have it the worst. What do their armies consist of? Besides orcs that is."

"Sauron will call many dark creatures and beings into his service. Haradrim from the south, legions of dark men and Mumakill."

"What's a Mumakill?"

"Great beasts, towering over the largest of trees." clarified the wizard.

"Great, more good news. Anything else?"

"Warriors from Rhun and pirates from Umbar." every time Lord Elrond pointed to their lands on the map.

"Olog-hai, a fierce and more violent breed of trolls." continued Gandalf.

"More violent? How can they be even more violent?" Sophia sighed "At least they're easy to kill." Gandalf and Elrond looked at one another in surprise.

"You have encountered trolls before?" asked the Lord of Rivendell.

"Just one." Sophia replied absentmindedly as she focused on the map "I killed it pretty easily, wasn't much of a challenge."

"You are indeed full of surprises, young warrior."

"Best way to defeat your enemies, always keep them guessing." she replied "And Saruman, one important question about him. Gandalf, did it seem like he had betrayal on his mind for a long time now, or do you think it was a relatively new development?"

Gandalf eyed the giant warrior for a moment "Why do you ask?"

"Because I think we could take him out of the picture... stop him before he can put any plans he might have into effect."

"A preemptive strike." said Lord Elrond "Saruman has always been a sly one..."

"His treachery runs deeper than you know, by foul craft Saruman has crossed Orcs with goblin-men, he's breeding an army in the caverns of Isengard. An army that can move in sunlight, and cover great distance at speed. Saruman is coming for the Ring."

"This evil cannot be concealed by the power of the elves! We do not have the strength to fight both Mordor and Isengard. Gandalf, the Ring cannot stay here."

"That's why we strike _now_. Catch Saruman with his pants do- we catch him by surprise, he'd never expect anything like this."

"That is because we would never do anything like this, there is no honor in-"

"Precisely! I am a weapon of war, my purpose is to win. He has never dealt with anything like me before. Take Saruman out of the equation before he becomes a too great a threat! Then we will only have to deal with Sauron and his lapdogs."

Gandalf chuckled "You make it all sound terribly easy."

"Because it can be. Where is this... Mount Doom?"

"Here. In Mordor."

"Of course it's there... where else. All right, so the way I see it we have two objectives, take out Saruman and destroy the Ring, which I'm guessing would seriously cripple Sauron's forces."

Al three stood in silence, all of them carefully thinking over what has been discussed so far, they were all brought out of their train of thought by someone clearing his throat.

"My Lord Elrond, your guests have arrived." he then paused.

"What is it, Lindir?" asked Elrond.

"My Lord, Boromir of Gondor wishes to speak with you, he says it's urgent. Also, Elladan and Elrohir have been asking for Lady Sophia."

"They will have to wait." their father said sternly. "See to it that our guests are accommodated."

"At once, my Lord." Lindir bowed and left.

"We will discuss your proposal tomorrow at the Council." spoke Lord Elrond "I am not in favor of more senseless death, Saruman was a friend after all."

"Then we should at least neutralize his ability to wage war."

"An idea I am in favor of." spoke Gandalf.

After a moment Elrond relented "Very well, we will continue this discussion tomorrow." with that he bowed and left.

Gandalf and Sophia stood there in silence "Do you think they will accept my plan?"

"It is a bold one." agreed the grey wizard.

"I hate politics, nothing important is ever decided in time."

Gandalf laughed heartily at that "We are in complete agreement, Sophia."

"I guess I best be going too, which way to the training grounds?"

The old wizard laughed "That way, my dear girl." he then pointed over the gardens "Beyond those trees."

She nodded in thanks and placed her helmet back on her head before vanishing down the stairs.


	13. Chapter 13

There was a light breeze sweeping through the golden crowned trees, colorful leaves danced on the ground, at the feet of two elves.

"Surely you jest, dear brother. You, a greater marksman than I?" Elladan said with a cocked eyebrow.

"I am to understand you require proof?" replied Elrohir, taking a sip from his wine.

"A chance to make a complete fool of yourself? That I wouldn't miss for anything, dear brother."

"You were always the only one who could truly test my patience." sighed Elrohir as he walked up to the table with assorted weapons.

"Which bow will be the instrument of your humiliation, dear brother?"

"Observe and learn." Elrohir spoke in a slightly irritated tone as he picked a beautifully decorated bow, his personal favorite.

"Please, dear brother, you wish to embarrass yourself in front of Lady Sophia?"

Suddenly a tall figure stepped out from behind a carved stone column "Elves really do have great hearing." she slid the helmet off her head and placed it on a table. "Greetings."

"Greetings to you as well, lady Sophia."

"I didn't want to interrupt so I stayed out of sight."

"You could never interrupt me, my lady." the twins said in unison then looked at one another awkwardly.

Sophia just laughed in reply.

"Well, dear brother, weren't you just in the middle of something?" asked Elladan with a certain air of confidence about him.

"Quite." and with a swift motion Elrohir turned, drew an arrow and released it at a target downrange, hitting the orc carved out of wood between the eyes, he was a good 50-52 meters from the target.

"Impressive, dear brother, you have improved."

Elrohir bowed in gratitude, the playful jabs gone now, they were brothers first and foremost.

Sophia noticed the assortment of weapons on the table, bows, daggers, lances, swords.

"See anything you like, my lady?" asked Elladan.

"These swords... they're all very beautiful." she then took one and balanced it at the hilt "Well balanced, excellent materials. Quite efficient weapons, however..."

"Yes?"

"They're too small for me." she said with a sigh "Do you have broadswords or claymores? Something that could probably take down three or four orcs at a time?"

The brothers looked at one another, their glances spoke of a secret message between the two, as if they were in deep discussion on a matter.

"We might have something suited to your needs in the armory, my lady." Elorhir finally answered.

"Thank you. I have to ask..." she said as the warrior perused the assorted weapons "...are all elves such excellent archers?"

"We do have a certain... natural affinity for it, however true skill takes centuries to master."

At that Sophia's eyes went wide a little "Oh, yeah, I keep forgetting that elves are immortal. I don't think I'll ever be able to get used to that."

"Many of the other races tend to feel jealousy over it." stated Elrohir as he joined Sophia at the table "You do not strike me as one who would succumb to such emotions."

"You're right. My people just don't dwell on their impending death, we tend to live each day as best we can you know? No regrets, that doesn't mean that we don't have any." Sophia said as she slightly smiled.

"And the rest of these weapons? Do you see anything that you might find a use for?" asked Elrohir.

"Before we get to that, dear brother, we didn't invite lady Sophia to the training grounds for idle chatter."

"Ah, yes, indeed."

"And I do believe we have gathered somewhat of an audience." Elladan said as he looked around, about 20 to 30 elves have gathered out of curiosity, by now the tale of how this strange woman easily defeated the Nazgul at Weathertop had gotten around, it was practically the talk of the town.

"Oh my..." said the plated giant as she glanced around, she could feel her cheeks flush a bit, she was never comfortable with an audience so she did the only thing she could think of and placed her helmet back on her head. When she turned back around she could see the faintest traces of disappointment on the faces of the two brothers "My armor works best when it's complete."

"Ah, we understand." spoke Elrohir.

"I trust my sons have not gotten you into any trouble... yet." rang the familiar voice of Lord Elrond from behind them accompanied by Gandalf's infectious laughter, they turned to see that the two men were not alone, in fact it was a small army. Behind Elrond, ever present was Lindir, next to him was his daughter Arwen, Strider, Merry and Pippin, Gimli and Gloin and two new faces Sophia didn't recognize.

A man with light brown hair and beard, dressed in dark green and red, vambraces with an elaborate tree on each one, a sword hanging on his side, his back stiff as a board, probably some type of military.

The other was an elf, he looked young, long blond hair, hell, his hair looked better than on most girls Sophia saw on a daily basis, he was wrapped in a light brown tunic, long light green boots, a bow and quiver on his back, he appeared regal.

The moment the two noticed Sophia the elf spoke a few quick words to Elrond in his native language, he looked very surprised for an elf, the man, not so much.

"What is this new devilry?!" he demanded and his hand flew to the hilt of his sword.

"Peace, Boromir." spoke the wise, old wizard "You have nothing to fear, you are among friends."

"How can you call THAT a friend, Mithrandir?"

The wizard's only reply was a dead stare at the man, he fell silent after that.

"Trust in me, Boromir. Have I ever led you astray?"

"No." he replied with a sigh of defeat and let go of his sword.

The Lord of Rivendell cleared his throat "Spartan, allow me to introduce Legolas Greenleaf of the Woodland Realm, son of King Thranduil." the young elf slightly bowed "And Boromir, son of Denethor, Captain of Gondor." and the man did a curt nod. Elrond then looked a bit expectantly at Sophia, she understood what he was going for.

She raised her hands to her helmet, the two pieces on the sides where her jaw was slid to the sides and with a small hiss of air she raised it off her head. To say that the new guests were surprised would be an understatement.

"You're a woman." spoke Boromir as he looked her over top to bottom, he did not expect this, the tall warrior in that incredibly strange armor was one thing, he could imagine the elves having such warriors, but for it to turn out to be a lady, a human of all things, that he did not expect.

Legolas still had a slightly confused look on his face but he bowed all the same "My lady."

"Relax, boys. I don't bite." she chuckled with amusement, Elladan and Elrohir were struggling to keep the smiles off their faces, Merry and Pippin however had no such reservations, Gimli and his father both laughed loudly.

She stepped forward and extended her hand "Staff Sergeant Sophia Flowers, UNSC Spartans."

Legolas looked at the offered limb, he was not used to shaking hands with women, especially ones encased in such exotic armor. The moment he touched her hand, the strange materials the glove was made out of, the unnatural colors and shapes, the texture, he furrowed his eyebrows, he has never seen anything quite like it. The armor looked menacing and powerful for some reason, her strong grip being one indicator.

"Forgive my curiosity, my lady, but from what shores do you hail from?" asked the elven prince. "Your armor and strange name, they are unfamiliar to me."

Boromir looked pensive, before Sophia could answer Legolas' inquiry... "You're a soldier." Boromir stated in realization.

"Something like that." the Spartan replied.

"Your rank, Staff Sergeant, I must say I've never heard of such a station before, Sergeant, yes, Staff Sergeant, no. It's a middle rank, isn't it?"

Sophia stood there for a moment before nodding "Yes, 6th of 12."

"Your kingdom indeed must be a peculiar one if women serve as well."

She only smiled in reply, he's in for the shock of his life if he thinks that's the only peculiar thing about where I come from, Sophia thought to herself.

"And I assure you, that answers will be provided to all of your questions." spoke the Lord of Rivendell "However you both have just arrived from a long journey, it is time to regain your strength and rest. Which brings me back to the reason why have gathered here."

"Indeed, father." spoke Elrohir "After all, we were promised a demonstration." his smile was sneaky, he was up to something.

"My lady, did you bring your weapons?" asked Elladan.

She just turned to the group "Pip?"

Then the small hobbit waddled forward carrying a bag almost as big as he was, Strider and Merry jumped in to help him. "Here you go." he smiled panting between breaths.

"Thanks for bringing it."

"No problem." the hobbit just smiled as he pulled a shiny red apple from his pocket, before he bit it he looked up toward the canopy, when he was sure nothing would fall he started munching on it.

"All right, let's see here." she started rummaging inside her old, worn and dirty backpack, anyone who was close enough tried to peer over her shoulder to see inside. She suddenly let out a sigh of frustration and turned the bag upside down, emptying its contents on the ground.

Everyone looked on with wonder at the strange and exotic objects, items they could not have conceived of even in their wildest dreams.

"Shotgun, C12, combat knife, my last MRE, emergency beacon, data pad... ahh, here we go." and she stood with something in her hand, a shake and the energy blade materialized. The double curved bright blue blades hummed with energy, everyone started at it with wonder, gasps of surprise and whispering in elvish could be heard all around them "This is a Sangheili Energy Blade." she raised her voice so all could hear her "As a great Sangheili once said 'A noble and ancient weapon, wielded by the strongest of Sangheili, requires great skill and bravery to use, and inspires fear in those who face its elegant blade.', I received mine in the form of a gift for saving one's life." With another shake of her hand the blade vanished "I only use it when I have to. Its power is limited." She didn't want to bother them with terms like plasma and electromagnetic containment.

"My brother and I were hoping for a demonstration." said Elrohir.

"With the way things are going in Middle-earth, you probably will." she said with a not too happy tone "However, a Spartan is not defined by his or her weapons, a Spartan IS a weapon." with that she turned and placed her helmet back on. She then leaped into the air at least 30 feet all the way to the wooden orc target.

She held her hand like a blade and obliterated the figure on impact, reducing it to kindling, then with lightning reflexes sprinted to a thick stone column and punched a hole through it the size of a head, practically breaking it in two, then lifted the two large pieces, her fingers digging into the stone and smashed them together creating a large cloud of dust. Everyone looked on with complete awe, then they saw her appear as she slowly walked out of the cloud dusting off her hands.

Boromig, Gimli, Legolas, the hobbits and Aragorn were completely silent, they just stared wide eyed. Gandalf and Gloin only shared a smile while Elrond and Arwen looked on with pride, Elladan and Elrohir were also smiling. Elves all around were in complete shock, but at the same time they strangely felt safe. Like she could protect them from anything.

"Could we see that again?" Pippin's voice could be heard clear as day, everyone laughed.

"I don't know, Pip. I'm more adept at destruction than fixing or building things, I don't think Lord Elrond would appreciate it if I destroyed anything else."

"You are strong and fast indeed, warrior." said Gimli "But inanimate objects can't fight back, how good are you on the battlefield?" said the dwarf as he stepped forward, leaning on his battleaxe.

She pointed her head directly at the dwarf so everyone knew that she was looking at him "Come and find out."

The dwarf didn't need to be told twice, with a hearty laugh and bellow he grabbed his axe and charged at Sophia swinging with strength, speed and precision.

For her part, Sophia just stood there, motionless.

"Sophia, move!" yelled Strider but it was too late.

The axe found its mark and the moment it hit a golden glow flowed a solid inch above her armor, protecting her. Everyone gasped in shock.

"My word..." said Gandalf "A shield. I did not know that wizardry was among your skill set!" he shouted across the training grounds.

"It isn't, it's an energy shield, there's no magic in it, Gandalf."

"Quite." the old wizzard said, stroking his long beard "You could have fooled me though." he laughed.

"Would you care to try again, Gimli?"

The dwarf took a good look at his battleaxe before grunting and charged again, this time however she moved. She moved faster than the axe did, the dwarf tried desperately to land a blow but all he hit was air or soil. She was incredibly fast, faster even than elves, a lot faster. Gimli let out one long battlecry for his final attack, he raised the axe high above his head and swung it with all his might. Sophia just caught it between her palms. The sound of shock coming from the dwarf was priceless. She yanked it easily from his strong hands. When the dwarf stopped growling she gave it back.

"You are full of surprises, Staff Sergeant... my lady, I..." said Boromir.

"Sophia will do, Captain."

"I shall keep that in mind. Would you care to spar with me?" he asked with a small smile and hopeful expression.

"Ha!" laughed Gimli.

"Gimli..." his father warned.

"Boromir is a fine swordsman by all accounts." said Lord Elrond "Gandalf among many other great warriors have trained him ever since he was a boy."

"Gladly. Although, I've never really used a sword before, never had to."

"Then what would you prefer?" asked Elladan "A lance? Dagger perhaps?" he said as he lifted a fine crafted dagger off the table.

"A dagger will do just fine, however I have my own." said the warrior as she unsheathed a large black combat knife and held it in a reverse grip.

Boromir unsheathed his own sword and was given a large round shield by Lindir. He swung his sword around a bit to get a good feel for, he held his shield high and close, he was ready.

Sophia stepped forward and gave a small bow, he returned it and they started circling each other. Everyone looked on with great interest as the two soldiers danced and moved, trying to get a sense for the other's state of mind, possible tactics, strengths and weaknesses.

Sophia faked an opening and Boromir went for it, she countered but he knew a faint when he saw one and moved accordingly, he was no amateur. She tried to reduce her strength, speed and reflexes, but she found it very difficult, she didn't want to kill him by accident either, so she just parried his strikes, blocked, dodged. This went on about for half an hour, Boromir for not being a Spartan really held his own, he showed very little signs of getting tiered or losing focus, a true veteran by any measure. He knew she could easily defeat him at any moment but he didn't want to give up, she respected that. So out of respect for Boromir and to not make him look like a fool by dancing circles around him Sophia decided to end it quickly instead of just dragging out the inevitable. And in a split second, before anyone could see what had happened, it was over. She vaulted over his head, before he could turn around she pulled the sword from his hand and yanked the shield of his arm and held her combat knife to his neck. Everyone clapped. She took a respectful step backwards and took a deep bow. He did the same. It is unfair, she mused, pitting a normal human against a Spartan, however against a legion of orcs, she was confident, he would be unstoppable.

"You fight well, Captain." she said as she took off her helmet, smiling from ear to ear.

"As do you... Sophia. And please, Boromir is fine."

* * *

><p>I am sorry for this horrible chapter, I just had to write it because it has been promised, I honestly don't know why I always decide to start writing in the middle of the night when I have a headache. All the great ideas I have for the story seem to vanish from my mind and I'm left with this drivel that you see before you. I promise to do better with chapter 14 which will come by the end of this week.<p> 


	14. Chapter 14

Exams are finally over! Victory is mine!

* * *

><p>The sun had risen and it was already high in the sky, its warm light trickled through the branches, golden and ruby leaves were carried on the wind, you could hear them dance on the stone floor. Sophia stood in the window with her eyes closed, she payed attention to every sound, to every scent. She could hear elves singing in the distance, somewhere off in the forest, it brought peace to her scarred soul.<p>

This is such a strange place, so many things to process and so little time to do it in, she thought to herself.

She turned and paced for a moment, then finally settled on the edge of her bed, it groaned slightly under her weight. As she sat there, she mulled over everything that has happened since she's been trapped on this world. Playing with her helmet, she turned it to face her, the reflection revealing much of her mood. She felt lonely, but hopeful, humanity's greatest power, that and curiosity, she smiled at herself, things were starting to look up, even if she was stuck here.

However that didn't alleviate the pain she felt, turning her helmet upside down she looked at the picture that was placed firmly inside. She looked at the smiling man on it and her throat tightened, warmth flowed through her, but it was filled with sorrow. His features were sharp, strong chin with a small stubble, his skin almost as white as a Spartan II's, he loved his armor way too much. Short light brown hair, blue grey eyes with a hazel center, central heterochromia if she remembered correctly, it was the first thing she noticed about him when they first met, she smiled at that memory "You crazy fool." His black ODST BDU looked dirty and used, he looked dirty and tired, but that hopeful smile of his was ever present. She was glad that they at least got to serve on the same boat, saving Lasky's neck got you perks apparently.

"I'll find a way back to you, I swear it." she whispered as she ran two fingers absentmindedly over the photo.

Standing to her full height, still gazing into her helmet as if it could reveal some great truth, she allowed herself one small sob and with that placed her helmet back on her head, the automatic lock around her jaws sealing it in place, completing her armor. The blue line of her shield appeared, fully charged.

As if on cue, there was a knock at the door.

"Yes?"

"My lady, Lord Elrond has requested your presence, the Council is about to begin."

"Thank you, Lindir. I'll be there in a moment."

"Yes, my lady."

With that she heard his footsteps fade down the hallway.

Sophia let out a long sigh. "Time to face the music." sheathing her combat knife, the Spartan made her way out the door, Lindir was standing at the end of the hall, waiting, he slightly smiled as she approached.

"Follow me, my lady."

She nodded "Will there be anyone there that I haven't met yet?"

"Yes, a few dignitaries, my lady. From neighboring lands, they arrived this morning." there was an awkward silence "My lady, if I may be so bold, is everything all right?"

She chuckled "Yeah, why do you ask?"

Lindir slightly turned as he walked "You were unusually silent at supper last night, and you left for your quarters quite early."

"Yeah, about that, I just needed some time to myself."

A slight frown appeared on his face, elves are incredibly perceptive, his frown then settled and he smiled warmly "The matters of the heart are indeed a mystery to all, elves included."

She didn't answer, but she didn't have to, the elf understood all too well.

They stepped out into a garden when they heard Elrond's voice ring clear.

"Strangers from distant lands, friends of old, you have been summoned here to answer the threat of Mordor."

"Just in time..." Sophia whispered, Lindir smiled and turned to leave.

Lindir smiled and quickly took his place at Lord Elrond's right.

She stood there for a moment, the council had their backs to her. She was a few feet behind Boromir, Gandalf noticed her standing in the shadows and smiled under his long beard. At Lord Elrond's left sat Lord Erestor, they both noticed Sophia lingering in the dark.

"Middle-earth stands upon the brink of destruction, none can escape it. You will unite or you will fall." everyone looked positively depressed at that "Each race is bound to this fate, this one doom." Lord Elrond then glanced at Frodo, who minus his close encounter with the Grim Reaper looked like he was in perfect health, physically at least "Bring forth the Ring, Frodo." Elrond's voice changed from warning to understanding as he addressed the hobbit.

Frodo, for his part, wiggled off his chair and slowly approached the stone pedestal in the center. He tentatively placed the Ring on top. Shock and fear was palpable in the air.

Lord Elrond glanced up at Sophia, there was an expectant look on his face, she just slightly moved her head from side to side, there was a flash of understanding in his eyes, barely noticeable but the Spartan caught it, Elrond understood, she didn't want those present made aware of her presence and bombarded with questions she couldn't give answers to. Her role was clear, so she just listened, carefully.

"So it is true..." Boromir said under his breath. Everyone gazed at the Ring, like they were hypnotized, the Spartan was an inch away from slapping a few upside the head.

So this is the corruption Strider spoke of, the giant warrior mused, she was amazed how quickly everyone got sucked into its grasp. Especially the humans, what a comforting thought...

The Captain of Gondor then caught her attention as he rose from his place "In a dream, I saw the Eastern sky grow Dark, but in the West a pale light lingered." he then took slow and deliberate steps towards the stone pedestal "A voice was crying: Your Doom is near at hand! Isildur's Bane is found!"

The moment he started reaching for the Ring, everyone present grew tense, the Spartan shifted her weight to both legs, the muscles in her body tightened.

"Isildur's Bane..."

Elrond then jumped from his seat "Boromir!"

"Ash nazg durbatulk,  
>Ash nazg gimbatul,<br>Ash nazg thrakatulk,  
>Agh burzum-ishi krimpatul!"<p>

As Gandalf spoke these words in a voice that boomed, the entire valley grew dark, as if someone flicked a light switch.

"Okay, that's new." Sophia whispered to herself, it was almost like pre-battle jitters, everyone got it, even Spartans. It was a very strange sensation, a taste of what the Enemy had to offer. Frodo, the elves, even the men and dwarves gathered were disturbed by it, pained expressions on their faces. So this is what dark magic is like, the Spartan wasn't impressed.

As the old wizard finished the dark slowly vanished, the warm light of midday taking its place once more.

"Never before has any voice uttered the words of that tongue here in Imladris." spoke Lord Elrond has he took his seat as the head of the Council, he didn't look too happy with the way things were proceeding, none present were.

"I do not ask your pardon, Master Elrond, for the Black Speech of Mordor may yet be heard in every corner of the West! The Ring is altogether evil!"

The old man had fire in him, that much was certain Sophia thought, must have been one helluva fighter in his prime.

"Nay, it is a gift! A gift to the foes of Mordor!" spoke the man from Gondor, he pursued his stance with vigor. "Why not use this Ring? Long has my father, the Steward of Gondor kept the forces of Mordor at bay! By the blood of _our_ people are your lands kept safe! Let us use it against Him!"

That piqued the Spartan's curiosity, she suddenly felt a great amount of respect for the Captain and his people. Not many would stick their necks out like that for others, and to think that Elrond thought they were weak.

"You cannot wield it!" suddenly Strider made his presence known "None of us can, the One Ring answers to Sauron alone, it has no other master!"

"And what would a Ranger know of this matter?" Boromir asked with arrogance in his voice.

"This is no mere Ranger, he is Aragorn, son of Arathorn! You owe him your allegiance."

The shock on Boromir's face was priceless "Aragorn? This is Isildur's heir?"

"And heir to the throne of Gondor!"

Woah... Throne? Wait, what, he's a king?!

"Havo dad, Legolas." Strider asked of his friend, Legolas slowly sat down.

Boromir was positively fuming "Gondor has no King, Gondor needs no King." and he sank back down into his seat.

"Aragorn is right. We cannot use it." replied the wizard to support his longtime friend.

"You have only one choice. The Ring must be destroyed."

That did not make the Captain very happy, Frodo was fidgeting in his seat uncomfortably.

The Ring is talking to him, it dawned on the Staff Sergeant. This place gets stranger with every passing minute, she mused as she crossed her arms silently.

"Then what are we waiting for?" spoke the young dwarf, his voice laced with impatience and annoyance, he jumped to his feet and grabbed his axe.

With a battle cry he raised it high above his head and swung it down like a hammer.

The second the axe touched the Ring it shattered into dozens of pieces, Gimli was thrown backwards and landed squarely on his back. There wasn't even a single scratch on the Ring.

With a calm voice Elrond chided the dwarf "The Ring cannot be destroyed, Gimli, son of Gloin, by any craft that we here possess. The Ring was made in the fires of Mount Doom, only there can it be unmade. It must be taken deep into Mordor and cast back into the fiery chasm from whence it came! One of you must do this."

The silence was deafening, apparently Mordor wasn't a holiday resort.

"One does not simply walk into Mordor." said silently the Captain of Gondor "Its Black Gates are guarded by more than just orcs. There is evil there that does not sleep, and the Great Eye is every watchful. It is a barren wasteland riddled with fire and ash and dust, the very air you breathe is a poisonous fume, not with 10.000 men could you do this." the despair in his voice grew with every word he uttered "It is folly."

The elven prince on the other hand was undeterred "Have you heard nothing Lord Elrond has said, the Ring must be destroyed!"

"And I suppose you think you're the one to do it!" shouted Gimli with anger and distrust.

"And if we fail what then?! What happens when Sauron takes back what is his?!" stood Boromir to his full height.

"I will be dead before I see the Ring in the hands of an elf!" Gimli jumped to his feet, accusation mode engaged, at that everyone jumped up and started shouting at one another, accusations and insults flying to and fro.

"This is getting out of hand."

"No one trusts and elf!" Gimli's voice could be heard above all others'.

"Do you not understand? While you bicker among yourselves, Sauron's power grows! None can escape it! You will all be destroyed!" Gandalf tried to reason with those gathered, he wasn't getting through to any of them.

Then out of the shouting match a small but strong voice shouted "I will take it! I will take the Ring to Mordor!"

Everyone fell silent as they turned towards Frodo, Gandalf smiled at his small friend with pride.

"Though, I do not know the way."

"I will help you bear this burden, Frodo Baggins, as long as it is yours to bear." Gandalf spoke as he stood next to his small friend, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder.

"If by my life or death I can protect you, I will." spoke Aragorn, he then to a knee in front of the small hobbit "You have my sword."

Lord Elrond and Gandalf shared a look.

"And you have my bow!" spoke the Prince of Mirkwood.

"And my axe!" looks like Gimli doesn't wanna miss this party either, mused Sophia.

Boromir gazed long and hard at Frodo, but he held no malice in his eyes "You carry the fate of us all, little one. If this is indeed the will of the Council, then Gondor will see it done."

"Hah!" a shout from the bushes and Sam came running "Mr. Frodo is not going anywhere without me!"

"No indeed, it is hardly possible to separate you, even when he is summoned to a secret council and you are not!" spoke Lord Elrond, he smiled with pride at Frodo's loyal friend, loyalty like that was rare in these dark times. As precious as hope.

"Oy! We are coming too!" and came the other two hobbits from behind pillars, quickly taking their places next to their friends "You'll have send us home tied up in a sack to stop us!" said Merry with confidence, Sophia noticed the two of them hiding there a while ago, she just chuckled into her helmet.

"Anyway, you need people if intelligence on this sort of mission, quest, thing." Pippin could be adorable in his naivety.

"Well that rules you out, Pip!" said Merry in triumph.

Then suddenly, there was a sound, a strange sound, something none of them were familiar with, something they haven't known for very long, but Lord Elrond knew what it was, he looked up, but he couldn't see past those gathered, but his elven hearing picked it up, he didn't need to see, he heard. Metal on stone, long and powerful steps. He rose to his feet and a small smile appeared on his face. It didn't take more than a moment or two for everyone present to notice the giant walking towards them, at that moment they all fell silent.

This man, this thing, this giant completely encased in green armor, the craftsmanship of it, or its style, there were no words to describe it. All could feel the strength and power that this being possessed. It wasn't bulky though, it was sleek, thin but muscular, wiry. There was a hiss and the giant's helmet opened up at the sides, it raised its hands and slowly pulled of its helmet, revealing a beautiful young woman with chocolate brown hair carefully arranged in a short pony tail, olive skin and very light blue almost white eyes.

"Got room for one more?" she asked with a small smile.

The hobbits, Aragorn and Gandalf had broad smiles on their faces, Gimli, Legolas and Boromir were surprised but happy to see her.

"Indeed, Spartan!" bellowed the old wizard "You are most welcome!"

Lindir and Lord Elrond smiled at one another.

She took a few more steps and stood behind Boromir and Legolas, towering over them.

"Ten Companions... so be it! You shall be the Fellowship of the Ring!"

"Great! Where are we going?" a large and powerful armored hand landed softly on his small head and tussled his hair.

"Patience, Pip."

"Go now and prepare." continued Lord Elrond "You leave at dawn."


	15. Chapter 145

My dear followers and people who enjoy/love 'Stranger in a Strange Land', my story is not dead. I am currently on travel in the United States, I'll be home in October and by Thorin's beard the story will contiune, it's very far from dead, I just don't have the time to write, but you all deserve an explanation for this long hiatus. I had writer's block for a while and now I'm busy, but I'm accumulating ideas and twisting the tale in my head. The show will go on, you have my word. Have a wonderful day, everyone, and thank you for your support and kind words.

P.S. My story's avatar is my protagonist. ;)


	16. Chapter 15

117 ain't the only one who keeps his promises.

*insert 20th Century Fox intro*

Thank you everyone for being patient and understanding, so to cut a long story short, here we go!

* * *

><p><em>"Do you remember the first time we met?"<br>_  
><em>"Yeah... although the blood loss might have affected that particular memory of mine..." he chuckled.<em>

_He removed a strand of hair from her face, reaching up a bit, seeing as how she was taller than him._

_"Your blood always seemed to leave your brain whenever I was around."_

_"Oww, low blow." he laughed this time._

_"Staff Sergeant!"_

_"Oh shit, Palmer, gotta go!"_

_"Spartan Flowers! Move your ass!"_

_"Just a moment, Commander Palmer!" she turned around to kiss him goodbye_

_"Now, Spartan! Spartan, do you hear me? Spartan!"_

"Spartan! Spartan, wake up!"

The second Sophia's eyes flew open her combat knife was already in her hand and an inch away from Gimli's throat. He growled at her.

She winced a bit in apology "Sorry." she slowly pulled the knife away and sheathed it. She quickly rose to her feet and took in her surroundings, she was in the garden, it was late, already too late to go to her room for some actual sleep. Dawn was quickly approaching. The dew still clung to every blade of grass and the morning mist hung heavily in the air.

"By Thorin's beard, what are you doing out here?" the dwarf asked, already forgotten the incident with the knife.

"I guess I fell asleep while I was resting here, that valley" she nodded with her head westward "is quite beautiful, I guess I must've felt safe to fall asleep so easily out here. Old memories, needed some time to myself. Thoughts not meant for sharing."

Gimli looked at her as if she was crazy and growled the next words "Well come on then, lassie, time to pack whatever you have. The others are already awake, the whole vale is bustling with business."

There were already elves moving about with baskets, bags, tending to the needs of their home.

"Why didn't they wake me?" she asked motioning towards the lithe figures.

"Elvish manners, dearie." and the rest he muttered under his beard "If there's such a thing..."

She fixed him a look, even through her helmet he could tell she was glaring.

"Never mind that, come! My father wishes to speak with you before the Company leaves on its Quest!" he was already heading back towards the main hall by the time he finished his sentence. "He says it's important, hurry!"

Shrugging internally Sophia followed "All right... let's see what this is about." she said more to herself than Gimli.

On the way they passed Merry and Pippin, they were just outside carrying an assortment of items and goods, stuffing Bill's satchels with food, Sam was arranging his pots and pans, small, beautifully carved wooden boxes of spices too. Hobbits and food, Sophia chuckled.

She didn't see Frodo with them, he was probably getting advice from Gandalf or Elrond, or probably both.

As Gimli and Sophia entered the building the two armored guards eyed the dwarf and bowed slightly to Sophia, the dwarf growled again. The light from the vale danced over the thin curtains of the hall, bathing the carved statues of elves in a warm light, the tapestries and banners that adorned the walls danced in the breeze. There were hurried steps on wooden stairs, Sophia looked up to see the Captain of Gondor flying down the stairs, his mind clearly somewhere else as he did not notice the almost 7 foot tall warrior as he ran into her and fell back down on his rear. He quickly jumped to his feet, eyes wide in regret.

"Oh, forgive me, my lady! A thousand appologies!" and he bowed deeply.

Sophia just chuckled and dropped and armored hand on Boromir's shoulder "Don't worry about it, Boromir. It's quite all right. I hope I didn't hurt you." she laughed.

"Only my pride." he smiled "I haven't been knocked on my back in a few years, and last time it was a Mordor drummer troll."

"Poor thing."

"Oh, I was quite all right." he clarified.

"I meant the troll." she did as well with a hint of amusement in her tone of voice.

Realization dawning, this time he laughed wholeheartedly "You remind me of my younger brother, the same quick way with words. Out of the two of us he is definitely the smarter brother."

"Then I hope I'll get to meet him one day. Who knows, we could kill orcs together!" she laughed and moved to follow Gimli who was starting to make that face of his "See you later!" she waved.

Boromir for his part only laughed and bowed before turning to head for the courtyard and probably stables. His horse after all would remain here, in the careful tending of the elves.

Gimli was in a hurry now, Sophia took two fast steps and fell into sync with him.

"Sorry, but it would have been rude of me to just brush him off."

Gimli looked up at her and for the first time he didn't growl, just huffed "Indeed, lassie."

They rounded a corned and came to a door, Gimli didn't even bother to knock, which probably meant this was a shared room, one he probably shared with his father.

"Ahh, welcome, warrior!" Gimli's much more friendly father spoke as he hopped down from the chair clearly made for larger races, he took a last swing from his ale before wiping off his beard. "Come, come! I have something for you!"

"For me? That's quite generous, sir, but I can't-"

He cut her off with one word "Nonsense! Here, open it!"

She stood in place for a moment, looking at the large flat package before slowly striding to the small table.

As she was unwrapping it the wise old dwarf spoke "I noticed the day you sparred with me wee son Gimli that you only use a knife, and well, as quite an effective weapon that might be, it lacks... reach as you would say, he he he, potential even?" his eyes gleamed in mischief as the warrior finally unwrapped the package.

Her hands hovered over the item, reverently almost "Sir, this is-, I can't-, it's just-" then she slowly reached down and grabbed it and slowly breathed "Beautiful..."

Sophia held in her hands a massive double bladed axe, almost like her armor, but in a much darker, duller color of green, along its hilt and blades were etched runes of silver and another material she didn't recognize, the two blades were also of the same material. She slowly ran her hand across the flat of one of the blades. She looked at Gloin "What kind of metal is that?"

Now both dwarves were smiling at her mischievously "Mithril, lassie." Gloin clarified, "It was forged by my oldest friends, as a gift for my service to our people." as he finished that sentence she was already holding the weapon out to him to take.

"Nay, dearie, it's yours!" he said.

"I have no right. I didn't earn it."

"No, but you're the one who will need it." replied the old dwarf "What would I do with such a weapon, hmmph? It would collect dust in me armory! That is no place for such a fine weapon!" he chuckled.

"I... thank you." she said, her voice shaking a bit. She then placed the weapon on her back where it was locked in place by magnetic seals on her armor.

"Hmm, good, good! It will serve you well in battle, lassie! Now go!" he shooed with his hands "It is almost dawn, you two must prepare for the Journey. A long road awaits, my lady."

She grabbed the door handle and opened it, before leaving the room she turned back one last time "I will not forget this, sir." she then left closing the door behind her.

"It was a good suggestion, son, to give her the axe." Gloin looked at his son "Any advantage you can gain over the East is a must!"

"Aye, our Fellowship will need all the help it can get." Gimli replied.

"Indeed, now, prepare, my son. For the road is long and full of danger. Look out for them, all of them." Gloin added, thinking of the elf "and they will do the same for you."

Gimli nodded and went to his wardrobe to prepare.

As Sophia walked down the hallway back toward the main courtyard where the Fellowship was assembling, she had to admit, having a strong and reliable weapon that wasn't gonna run out of ammo felt very good, especially in a world where she didn't have to worry about the adversary sporting long range weapons, or, well, anything more powerful than a bow. As she rounded a corner into a hall of study she noticed how some of the elves noticed and stared at the massive axe on her back, its design clearly dwarven. The surprise in their eyes was unmistakable, she was kinda enjoying it, the corners of her mouth tugging at her cheeks under her helmet as she picked up the undeniable voices of hobbits coming from up ahead.

"- it back, Boromir! We are not leaving the tomatoes!" Pippin yelled at the Captain of Gondor, who for his veterancy as a warrior looked a bit unsure as to how to proceed.

"But master hobbit, they will not keep on a long journey, the likelihood of them getting squished under those- are those wine bottles?!"

"Uh-oh.."

"You've done it now, Pip." Merry said nonchalantly as he was leaning on a stone fence munching on an apple "Prepare for the wrath of Gondor."

Gandalf as he was helping Sam with his pack looked at Pippin with hard eyes for a moment before he started laughing "My dear Meriadoc, you think this quest so swift and sure that you bring wine? A little early for celebrations, don't you think?" he said smiling under the brim of his pointy hat.

Legolas looked on with something of a mix of confusion and slight annoyance in his expression, not saying a single word, however the first to notice the arrival of the Spartan and the first to greet with a bow. "My lady." was all he said. The others turned as well to see the warrior standing in the archway. She grabbed the sides of her helmet and as it unlocked from its grasp she removed it, holding it under her left arm.

"Hey, guys." she grinned, mainly at the hobbits "Need any help with the packs?" she asked with concern and small frown.

"My lady." Boromir bowed as deep as he could, the hobbits, not so formal... "Sophia!" Merry and Pip exclaimed in a chorus before rushing over like children awaiting gifts. She ruffled Pip's hair a bit before walking down the stairs with the two mischievous members of the Fellowship in tow to join the others in final preparations.

She then noticed a quite sizeable pack sitting on the ground next to Bill, the poor pony was already packed like hell, the only place nothing was hanging from was his tail and ears. The hobbits were probably trying to figure out where to put that last pack.

"You guys mind if I carry this? Bill has enough I would think." she said smiling.

"It's quite heavy." Merry deadpanned

She then reached down and picked it up as if it was only a feather, not even grunting. "I think I can manage." she said before winking at them. That was when they noticed it.

"My word, that's quite an axe!" exclaimed the old wizzard as he got up from his spot and put his pipe away. "May I see it?" the three hobbits present jumped to her side as the others looked on with curiosity, Boromir moreso than Legolas, elves clearly didn't favor anything of dwarvish origin and apparently the feeling was mutual.

She didn't see a reason to refuse him "Sure." she then reached back and pulled it off her back. The weapon was massive, even by the standards of elves or men. She held it out tentatively with one hand as if it was a light stick. When Gandalf took it from her and she let go he almost fell forward.

"Hnngghh... it's quite... heavy." the wizzard breathed.

"It is?" she asked innocently, the smile was only in the glint of her eyes.

Sam and Pip stared at the massive axe with wide eyes, Merry wore a more appreciative expression on his face.

"Mithril..." he said "Mithril blades..." his eyes glowed with wonder "My word, mithril is quite rare and valuable, you know." he smiled at Sophia "I'm surprised such a great amount was used just for a single weapon." his frown then turned into something more akin to pride "The perfect weapon, for the perfect soldier." Gandalf smiled and handed the weapon back.

Sophia grinned in reply "You old snake charmer, you."

"Are we all set?" Sam asked looking around.

"All set." came the soft reply from Frodo as he appeared in the doorway, followed by Aragorn, he bowed at those present then stepped a bit to the sides, deep in thought.

Sophia walked up to him, startling him slightly "Are you ok?" she asked worriedly, there was a frown on her face, he smiled to assure her.

"Quite... ok." he smiled, but there was a sadness in his eyes, the Spartan placed an armored hand on his shoulder. He smiled appreciatively at the gesture "Just a little tiered." he tried to reassure but when she didn't back down he knew that she wasn't letting it go.

"Tell me later." she whispered "Maybe I can help." she gave his shoulder a small squeeze before letting go. Strider bowed in reply, hand over his heart.

They all turned to the sound of numerous footsteps approaching, it was a large group of elves, Lord Elrond, Lord Erestor, Lindir, Elladan and Elrohir, their sister Arwen and many others.

Sophia sighed and placed her helmet back on, its moving parts locking into place, creating a seal.

"Here we go."
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As they drew closer, Lord Elrond's court of elves almost formed a half circle around the Company. "Greetings, my friends." the Lord of Imladris spoke. He smiled at those present, he gave a small bow to Gandalf who returned it with a smile, his old eyes shining from under the brim of his pointy hat.

"A lovely morning to you as well, Master Elrond!" spoke the wizard, the rest of the Fellowship shuffled their feet, considering the challenge before them, the morning was anything but lovely. But with high spirits and merry company all around one would be hard pressed to notice the weight resting on their shoulders.

The Fellowship was ready, everything was packed, they all stood together before the congregation of elves who gazed upon them with hope, pride, and a touch of sadness. The silence was deafening, save only the roar of water. The four hobbits stood in the front, Sam holding Bill's reins, next to their stout pony stood Aragorn with the rest of their company, Gandalf, Boromir, Gimli and Legolas. Sophia stood behind them, towering over even Gandalf's hat which reached to about the height of her chin.

"The Ring-bearer is setting out on the quest of Mount Doom. And you, who travel with him: no oath, no bond is laid to go further than you will." the elven Lord spoke with sincerity and a faint smile "Farewell. Hold to your purpose, may the blessings of elves, men and all Free folk go with you." he and all the elves bowed deeply. As did Legolas, Gandalf and Aragorn in return. Sophia stood at attention and gave off a crisp salute.

Gandalf laid his hand on Frodo's shoulder "The Fellowship awaits the Ring-bearer." Frodo turned around slowly, gazing at those who would journey with him to the ends of this Earth. He was nervous, the way his eyes darted from friend to friend, in a way they all were a bit afraid, even Sophia could feel that tingly sensation in her stomach, to travel into the unknown, to witness the unseen, for who knows how long, to battle a completely new foe. She let out a raggedy sigh as they stood aside under the stone arch to make way for Frodo.

"Mordor, Gandalf. Is it left or right?" he asked with honest concern.

"Left." the old wizard whispered with a smile.

Frodo passed under the arch, after him came Gandalf, behind him Boromir holding his shield over his shoulder, followed by Pippin and Merry and Legolas. Sam with Bill and at his side Gimli. Sophia hoisted the large pack unto her back, fastening it into place, glancing back toward the elves, behind her Aragorn lingered for a moment.

The Fellowship made their way down a beautiful stone road covered with golden and red leaves, the grass defiantly carving itself new small homes between the stones. On both sides beautiful trees towered over them.

Sophia turned as she heard light but quick footsteps coming up behind her, Aragorn glanced up at her and gave a small smile as he fell into step next to the warrior. They went on for a while in silence, for none knew quite what to say, the daunting task still very fresh in their minds.

The Company came to a small stone bridge that arched over the massive waterfall. A beautiful cascade, tall mountains with snowy caps and Rivendell to their left, a large green valley to their right, the Sun was high in the sky, Midday would be here shortly Gandalf mused.

"We will follow the Bruinen for two days travel after which we will turn South!" Gandalf shouted over the roar of water "From there our road will take us to Hollin Ridge! That leg of our journey will take roughly two weeks!"

"Two weeks?!" came Pippin's panicked reply, everyone laughed as he groaned.

"Fret not, master hobbit." came up next to him the dwarf "There be no predators!" he chuckled in mischief.

"The path is well traveled by elves, even if others do not see it, it is there." the Prince of Mirkwood interjected.

"Aye, I have used it myself more than once. Wrestle your heart of its doubts, my small friend. You are in steadfast company." Aragorn spoke from the rear of the Fellowship.

"Oh, it's not that I'm afraid, my dear friends." Pippin spoke with as much nobility as he could muster "A hobbit must have his beauty sleep."

They all laughed.

"You are one lazy hobbit." commented the armored giant, Aragorn grinned next to her.

"And I'm the one who has to suffer through it every day..." grumbled Merry. The laughter became even stronger.

The Company for the most part traveled in amicable silence, except of course when Master Gimli was regaling them with tales of his many adventures. The hobbits were completely engrossed, mainly because of the long lists of delicacies and drinks the dwarf enumerated in each tale. As if keeping score with his fellow dwarves. Even Legolas managed a small smile once or twice. Aragorn walked silently behind the dwarf, making sure to correct the discrepancies in each tale with hand gestures, Frodo did his best to hide his amusement as to not offend the storyteller.

Sophia for her part loved every second of it, keeping one ear on the story and one on their surroundings, eyes focusing on any small thing that might seem out of place, or appear less than what it actually was. That was when she noticed Boromir trailing behind them all a good twenty feet. She slowed down to match his pace.

"You thinking of home?" she asked, her words seemed to pull him back from whatever place his mind was visiting.

"Always." he smiled "Thinking of my brother" he smiled "and my father." the smile faltered slightly.

"You and your father don't get along?" she asked with slight concern.

"Oh, we do, splendidly." he looked at the ground for a moment "My brother on the other hand..." he wasn't smiling anymore "My father can't see how amazing his younger son is. How much potential he has. I was always the stubborn one, growing up. Always rushing into all the mad things we did together, Faramir was always the one to think things through. We're grown men now and that still hasn't changed." he laughed, reminiscing.

"I'm sure he misses you very much, him and your father." she smiled, her helmet inside the pack she was carrying "Maybe when all this is over you can help mend the relationship between them."

"If... it will ever be over."

By now everyone was silent, listening to Boromir and Sophia's conversation. The last bit, a grimm reminder of things to come.

"Which reminds me, while in Rivendell I consulted at great length with Gandalf and Lord Elrond as to the state of war and how it is fairing. However we hadn't received any word from Gondor or Rohan on that matter in a while. I was hoping you could fill us in."

Boromir glanced up to notice he had everyone's attention, everyone's pace slowed a bit as to focus more on the subject of discussion.

"We do not fair well at all. When I left for Imladris we had just retaken Osgiliath..."

"Former capital of Gondor, gradually falling into ruin and completely abandoned during the Third Age. A strategic point on the Anduin." she spoke as if remembering a text.

"...Yes, Osgiliath. Our losses were great but we had won the day. I fear for her now that I'm no longer in command of the garrison." Boromir confessed "I should have stayed longer, reinforced the defenses, leave more detailed instructions with my Captains... but there was no time."

"There never is enough time, something we all learn the hard way." Gandalf spoke from the front.

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it." Sophia spoke with conviction, firmly squeezing Boromir's right shoulder "You'll see, once we destroy this ugly piece of jewelry we can turn our focus completely to the war."

"What of Rohan?" asked the wandering wizard.

"There isn't much news coming out of Theoden's lands these days. I have not heard anything in many moons." the Captain of Gondor replied "I've tried to sway my father to send a delegation to Edoras, for in the past word was exchanged freely and frequently between our two lands. However this deafening silence of late worries me."

"Me as well." spoke the wizard "For a fear has been growing in my heart, a fear flowing from the horselord realm."

"Okay, so Ring first, Gondor and Rohan second. Got it."

Gandalf chuckled "Were it so easy..."

"If my full fireteam were here, Gandalf. It would be." Sophia said a bit proudly "However I can't be at several places at once."

"What is a fireteam?" asked Legolas, curiosity in his voice, a small frown on his face.

"It is a small, squad sized military infantry unit. The number of individuals in a fireteam varies but it's usually between 3 and 5, maybe even 6 sometimes." she said matter-of-factly "I belong... belonged" her voice slightly straining "to Fireteam Ivy. 4 generation IV Spartans."

"Three more like you?" asked Sam, his eyes widening.

She smiled and gazed with affection at the loyal hobbit "Somewhat like me, I'm not the strongest, or the fastest in my squad. Nor the best fighter." The implications of that statement sent slight shivers down everyone's backs "In fact I'm pretty ordinary in Spartan terms." Sophia said nonchalantly.

Boromir could feel a cold sweat on his brow, almost all of them had one by that point.

She must have noticed their reactions "What?"

"After a certain manner." replied Aragorn smiling at her "You are anything but ordinary, especially your abilities."

"Oh that's nothing." she replied unperturbed "My squad leader, Lieutenant Dresler, he can punch clean through a Brute's head, shields and everything."

"What is a brute?" Boromir was almost afraid to ask.

"Hmmm... think of a very large, very hairy and incredibly strong troll. Extremely violent and resilient in a fight. Very short temper. That's a regular brute, a foot soldier."

Stunned silence followed. The hobbits were whispering to each other, Gandalf and Aragorn exchanged slightly concerned glances, Boromir's grip on the hilt of his sword tightened, as did Gimli's on his axe, Legolas stepped just a bit closer to the rest of the group as they made their way through a beautiful forest that was showing the onset of winter. Barely any leaves were left on branches, the distinct crisp smell, that cold smell permeated the air.

"And are we... going to see these brutes?" Merry asked in concern. Whispering so only Sophia could hear him. Although that plan failed slightly, considering the company of an elf, a wizard, and a Dunedain.

"I'm afraid not, my brave hobbit." replied Sophia looking down at the wee thing walking beside her, she placed her free hand on his small head "Relax, Merry. Even if there were any on this world, I would rip them all to pieces before they'd even get in sight of you." he smiled up at her sheepishly.

They spent their first night in a large meadow, at the edge of a forest, rolling hills in every direction, minus the Misty Mountains stretching on and out of sight to their left, the Bruinen not too far to their right, they set their camp close for water.

They all sat in smaller groups, the hobbits around the fire with Boromir and Gandalf, enjoying supper, Legolas with Aragorn standing a bit from them, deep in discussion over the road ahead.

"You know, I could teach you how to take care of it, lassie." Gimli offered as he noticed Sophia sitting on a small boulder, her labrys in her lap. She was gazing at it deeply, her mind focused on the weapon before her.

She chuckled "I might have burned holes into it if I stared any longer."

Gimli came closer and held out his hands, Sophia handed him her weapon. "Now, follow me to the river, lass."

As the warrior and the dwarf slowly vanished in the darkness Aragorn and Legolas rejoined the rest of their Fellowship and took their seats around the fire.

"She is a remarkable woman." Boromir broke the silence as he finished his meal, slight reverence in his voice. "I wonder if she will tell us more of her people."

"I'm certainly curious." Pippin said

"I'm actually quite amazed at the effect Sophia is having on Pip, it's quite refreshing." Frodo said smiling "Someone who can hold his attention longer than a single beat of a heart."

"Well... she says interesting... things." Pippin retorted defensively, a little red in the cheeks.

Gandalf and Aragorn shared a knowing glance, the rest picked up soon on it. Pippin must have also for his face took on a very dark shade of red.

"I wish to hear more of their struggle against this enemy of theirs... the..." Boromir's gaze became distant as he searched for the word.

"The Covenant." Strider came to his aid "A most fearsome foe. It reminds me much of our own struggle against the East, for the parallels are many and strong."

"Indeed." spoke Gandalf between two puffs of his pipe. "For the Covenant were far stronger and far greater in numbers, I'm quite amazed they won the day. And I would endeavor to learn as to how."

"As would I." stated the Captain of Gondor "Such knowledge, who knows what wisdom in strategy it might bring us."

"I for one would like to see some more of those... lovely moving paintings of hers." said Samwise.

"And their tools of war." spoke Legolas for the first time that night.

They all remembered what they saw a few nights before departing Imladris, something she decided to share with the members of the Fellowship only. She called them all to her room and locked the door. They all stood there, waiting for an explanation. She was glad that they had accepted her help, but she felt they didn't truly understand her. What she came from, what she was. So she showed them and tried her darndest to explain. The things they saw left them breathless, their minds reeling. She showed them many worlds, as if through the eyes of those on the streets, or from the eye of an eagle, even the eye of a god. She showed them Earth, she spoke the name of her world reverently, filled with love and fierce protectiveness. It was a true jewel like Arda. She showed them the many factions of her military and explained their roles as best she could. She apparently belonged to the the star-born Navy, or more specifically, the warriors their navy provided transport for, how she declined to become one who leaped from fire and ash in order to become what she is today. She showed them _how _she actually became what she is. Her gender was hidden, however no man present has ever seen so much bare skin on a maiden before, she laughed the way they fidgeted over the issue. So she decided to show them battles, the way they fought, it was entirely different from the ways of Arda, they didn't see much of this Covenant, mainly as Sophia called them 'fleet engagements' The sight of great metal ships coursing through the void, unleashing world shattering fire Their ferocity was incredible. The UNSC Navy, as Sophia called them lost most of these engagements or took heavy losses to win. It was an experience none of them would ever forget, now, they understood her better, understood her world better, had firm ground in their minds on which to stand on with comprehension.

"Aye!" smiled Merry "I especially enjoyed seeing those small ships, they were quite elegant if you ask me."

"The frigates?" Frodo asked.

"You remember well, Mister Frodo." Merry nodded in approval.

"All their ships looked well made and sturdy. Dwarves I imagine, would love them." spoke Legolas with a hint of amusement.

"Imagine what even one could do to the armies of Mordor." mused Boromir.

"I imagine none would be left standing by the end of the day." spoke Sophia appearing out of the dark with Gimli at her side "But I reckon we'll do just fine on our own." she said smiling. "Thanks for the help, Gimli."

"You are welcome, lass." Gimli spoke, striding off towards his things.

"All right, everyone, off to bed now." said Gandalf getting up from the ground, everyone slowly followed suit, the hobbits grumbling "I will take first watch."

Aragorn was quick to put out the fire, fortunate for them the stars shone brightly and no clouds hindered their gift.
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Luckily for Pippin, two weeks flew by faster than the Hobbit would have thought, thanks to good company morale was high and they reached Hollin Ridge in 12 days. Arriving after a long night's march, the Fellowship decided to set up camp at the edge of the forest. There was a light breeze upon the cool night air that sent shivers down everyone's spine, it was eerily quiet, all you could hear was the sound of branches swaying in the wind. The night sky was clear and the air was crisp, a mist had descended into the valleys towards the west. Sophia rolled her shoulders a bit as to stretch them when she noticed something.

Holly trees... she thought to herself, she remembered them from her childhood neighborhood, how one of her friends had gotten sick after accidentally eating the bright red berries. How they were especially dangerous to children and smaller animals. Beautiful but deadly, she mused. She could only make out the bright red fruit on the trees thanks to her ocular implants that improved her night vision to a great extent. She stood there alone, shouldering her M45 shotgun, at this point it was more for show and deterrence than an actual threat, she had 1, maybe 2 shells left. Even so, it brought her familiarity, which in turn brought comfort. Even without ammo, M45s were incredibly sturdy, a brute's skull would give faster than an M45 would, something she knew from experience. She absentmindedly petted the weapon, like one would an obedient pet.

"Those.. are the Mountains of Moria!" Gimli exclaimed proudly as he came to stand next to the Spartan on the crest of the small hill, seeing as how she was staring off into the distance.

She looked down at him, Gimli had a faraway gaze, his mind clearly thinking about happier times.

"They belong to your people?" Sophia asked, breaking the silence that was building in the foggy night.

"Yes." he replied proudly "Yes, it is the home of my cousin, Balin!"

"How is a mine a home?" she asked curiously.

Gimli only chuckled "Because those pointy eared princesses can't tell a mine from a home if it's under a mountain."

"Is he just as big of a drinker as you are?" the armored warrior chuckled good heartedly.

Gimli quickly catching on "Even bigger, Balin is as old as the mountains and as mischievous as a small child!" the dwarf bellowed with loud laughter, Sophia joined him only to hear coughing behind them, only to see Aragorn with a stern expression on his face, signalling them to tone it down, however when Gimli turned back towards the view, Aragorn made Sophia a beer chugging gesture with his hand, mouthing in jest "_All dwarves are drunkards._" It took Sophia all the strength she could muster not to laugh.

She soon turned back towards the camp to see how everyone was doing.

Their camping in these short weeks had already taken on a routine, Sam would tie down and feed Bill, while the rest of the hobbits with help from either Boromir, Legolas or Aragorn would help set up camp while the others stood watch, while either Legolas or Sophia would scout ahead for a good 5-6-7 kilometers on what would be their path the following day.

Legolas was just telling the others about the road ahead when she got there "All is well on the path, no signs of any travel in the last 5 months, at least. However, I fear that as we get closer to Isengard, that might change, Gandalf." the archer spoke with slight worry in his tone as he addressed the leader of their Company.

Gandalf only smiled "Hopefully it will not come to that, with a bit of luck and no small amount of fortitude, all will be well." the old snake charmer had a way about him that calmed everyone in his presence, the Staff Sergeant thought.

The hobbits were ever so busy with supper, Boromir was assisting them while in deep conversation with Merry and Pippin "If you wish me to teach you how to use a sword then I will require two things above all else from you, focus and dedica- Pippin, are you listening?"

"Yes, yes! Swords, fighting, very fascina- _*wham*_ OWW!" Pippin exclaimed as Merry whacked him upside the head.

"This is serious, Pippin! Boromir is one of the greatest swordsmen, and he is offering to teach us! Pay attention!"

Boromir, bless him, only smiled "That's quite all right, Merry. We have ample time for now. I'm sure he will take this seriously in time."

"He better..." Merry grumbled.

Sophia chuckled to herself as she stood next to Bill stroking his mane who responded by leaning into her hand "Hobbits.."

"Lady Sophia?" a shy voice asked from behind her, she turned to see that it was Sam, standing with his hands fidgeting with the edge of his shirt, he wasn't afraid of her, however the way he looked up at her could have fooled anyone "Mr. Frodo and I were discussing the other night, all those, nice and shiny moving paintings that you've shown us and, I was wondering if maybe we could see some more?"

Everyone's head slightly turned in their general direction, especially the hobbits, who's curiosity wasn't that guarded as the others'. Pippin's and Merry's eyes lit up, Frodo and Aragorn just laughed at their reaction.

"If I may be so bold." ventured Boromir "We would like to learn more about your combat tactics and maybe infantry training?" the Captain spoke standing up, dusting off his hands from handling the fire "I'm sure that everyone here is thinking it, your people, Lady Sophia, they beat an opponent that was far more numerous and powerful."

Sophia picked up on what the good Captain was getting at in a nanosecond "And seeing as how we're roughly in the same situation, you'd like to know if I possess any knowledge that might help us, all of us." she replied in complete understanding.

They all nodded as she moved closer to the fire and they formed a semi circle in front of her.

"We're not asking for the knowledge of your people, Sophia." Strider said in his calming and steady tone "We realize that such knowledge does not belong here." at that Gandalf nodded in approval, even Boromir, who's passionate speech at Lord Elrond's council would make him above all others present desperate for such knowledge equally had a look of approval in his eyes, Gimli looked like he was about to cry. Well, not literally... The hobbits on the other hand, being the everlasting source of wonder were just happy that they'd find out anything at all.

She let out a deep sigh and raised her hand to remove her helmet as soon as the locks on it disengaged, she grabbed it from inside the chin and loosely held it at her left side, her M45 still in her right. She studied everyone's faces carefully, hoping to gleam something that would help her in this. All she found was curiosity, patience, wonder and acceptance.

"First of all, you all need to remember that the way my people and your peoples fight are vastly different. The closest you have to the kind of weapons we use are bows, and the closest we have to swords, axes, spears are just these standard issue combat knives." she indicated to the sheath on her lower back "Most of the fighting I've ever done have been from a minimum of 10 meters out to a couple hundred. This" she raised her M45 a bit "is a close quarters weapon. It's designed for short ranges, to unleash devastating fire on the enemy. It's designed for urban environments and boarding actions, not open field engagements, not to mention the fact that I have only two shots left in it. However, in contrast, close quarters is how most of the fighting is done here. My people are not trained on how to wield swords, axes or bows because we haven't used those weapons in at least 800 years."

Everyone looked surprised at that, they couldn't imagine fighting a war with ranged weapons alone. Armies made up of nothing but archers clashing was the extent of what they could conjure.

"The fact remains, the reason we won the war was because in the end we got very lucky and because the enemy's political and social structure was crumbling because of their leader's lies and the fact that they turned on one of their most powerful factions, the Elites. If that hadn't happened I wouldn't be here, talking to you right now." That fact sobered them up a bit.

"Surely, there must be something that our people could learn from you, better ways of fighting. Of engaging superior forces." Boromir said.

"There is, of course there is. Training being one of them, physical and mental fitness. Preparedness, drills, simulations. We learned very early in our war that we would mostly have to rely on our wits and tactical prowess in order to win battles against a far more powerful enemy. Which included setting up traps for almost anything the enemy could throw at us, from massive fleets to small troop forces. We developed effective tactics for almost every type of combat situation."

"And I would hate to be the bearer of ill tidings" spoke up the Grey Wizard "however our main focus is the destruction of the Ring, only with this task complete will we be able to turn our attention to the war itself. Only then will your advice and counsel find its place, my lady."

"We'll cross that bridge when we come to it, as it were." quoted Legolas with a small smile.

"On our way to Mordor we could stop at Minas Tirith for a few days, inform my father and possibly even-"

"No, Boromir. We will not take the Ring to Minas Tirith." Gandalf sternly warned.

Boromir didn't say a word, for he knew of the truth Mithrandir spoke of, he sensed it in his father, even before he received the summons from Lord Elrond, in his heart, Boromir was afraid of what might happen if his father were to ever lay his eyes upon the One Ring.

"I, understand, Gandalf." he replied, there was no bitterness in his voice, only sad understanding. There was a dynamic to this that Sophia didn't understand yet, something unspoken about Gondor and the Ring, she could feel it in her gut, and as her Spartan instructors always told her, always trust your gut.

"As Gandalf said, the Ring comes first, however, that doesn't mean that I can't train any of you." Sophia said smiling especially at the hobbits, whom, as she guessed were the only ones who lacked any kind of combat training.

"It is a help most welcome!" bowed Aragorn slightly, smiling "With our combined knowledge.." and in turn he looked at Legolas, Boromir and Gimli "..we will manage to train the hobbits very effectively. I admit that this should have been something I payed more attention to. Bringing the hobbits on this perilous quest." he said looking at them with worry "Gentlemen, tomorrow we begin your training."

Frodo was open to the idea, Merry and Pippin were grinning like idiots and Sam looked positively terrified. The Spartan knelt down to the blond hobbit to be somewhat eye level with him "Don't worry, Sam. I'll take you under my wing. One of Fireteam Ivy's specializations was VIP EPR. And seeing as how you're a very loyal and protective friend to Frodo, I feel that my experience in that area will benefit you the most."

"Thank you so much, Lady Sophia, that would mean the world to me!" he said with a big smile "However, I confess, I do not know what a veehypee eepeearr is.." Sam felt even more confused when the giant green warrior started laughing.

"The UNSC and its acronyms.." she said more to herself than anyone else "VIP stands for very important person, and EPR for escort, protection and retrieval, Sam. Seeing as how Frodo is the one carrying the Ring, that makes him the VIP. And I'll train you in VIP EPR tactics."

Realization dawned on the loyal hobbit's face as Sophia stood back up. "I must confess, Lady Sophia that that is a splendid idea!" said Gandalf, picking up on the Spartan's approach to training "It is settled then, Aragorn will train Frodo, Sophia will train Sam, Boromir will train Merry and I..." he said that with a hint of exasperation "will train Pippin.."

"And what about us?" grumbled the master dwarf, referring to himself and Legolas "I hate to admit it, Gandalf, but the princeling is one of the finest archers in Middle-earth."

Legolas didn't know whether to feel flattered or slighted.

"A thousand pardons, Master Gimli" replied the old wizard "But we don't have any hobbit sized bows, for one and for second, you _will_ be training." and he glanced toward the Spartan.

"How did you?-" her words were stuck in her throat as she chuckled "I've been meaning to ask Gimli if he could teach me the proper ways of handling an axe in different combat situations." she explained to the group.

At that the dwarf was beaming with pride "Would be more than happy to, lass!"

Legolas, bless him, did not look one bit offended. It looked like for elves wisdom _did_ come with those long centuries.

"And just to show you all that Spartans have long memories.." said Sophia "What would you like to see?" she asked the Fellowship as she pulled out her holoprojector from one of her armor's compartments.

* * *

><p>As I once stated, this story is NOT dead. I might be a lazy bum, but it's not dead.<p>

P.S. The EPR thing I just made up on the spot.

Cheers!


End file.
